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T
he

q
u
in

tessen
tial

so
u
rce

of
m

u
sic

is
th

e

orphans
ordeal—

an
orphan

being
anyone

denied
kinship,

social
sustenance,

anyone
w

ho
suffers,

to
use

O
rlando

Patterson’s
phrase,

social
death.”

.
.
.

Song
is

both
a

com
plaint

and
a

consolation
dialecti

cally
tied

to
that

ordeal,
w

here
in

back
of

“orphan”
one

hears
echoes

of
“orphic,”

a
m

usic
that

turns
on

abandonm
ent,

ab
sence,

toss.
T

hink
of

the
black

spiritual
“M

otherless
C

hild.”
M

usic
is

w
ounded

kinship’s
lastresort.

—
N

athaniel
M

ackey

It
is

no
su

rp
rise

th
at

W
F.

B.
P

u
B

ois—
one

of
A

m
er

ica’s
best-know

n
o
rp

h
an

s—
u
ses

refrains
from

sp
ir

itu
als

as
epigraphs

in
T

he
S

ouls
o
fB

lack
Folk

(1
9

0
3

)

and
D

arkw
ater:

V
oices fro

m
W

ithin
the

V
eil

(agzo)
to

m
ake

his
en

d
u
rin

g
m

etap
h
o
rs

of
the

color
line

and

double
consciousness

b
o
th

plain
and

tim
eless.

T
ak

ing
D

u
B

ois’s
p
rescien

t
cue,

one
th

at
virtually

every

m
ajor

A
frican

A
m

erican
th

in
k
er

before
and

since
him

has
seized,

I
posit

in
this

essay
a

m
ed

itatio
n

on
the

righteous
in

d
ictm

en
t

and
radical

kindness
th

at
these

earliest
A

frican
survivals’

sim
ultaneously

enact,
w

herein
a

third
source

of
in

sig
h
t

on
the

o
n

tological
q
u
an

d
aries

of
blackness

m
ay

be
explored.

F
or

the
p
ast

fifteen
years,

scholars
such

as
F.

P
atrick

Jo
h
n
so

n
and

S
haron

P.
H

olland
have

challenged
us

to
m

ine
this

source,
w

hich
inculcates

aspects
of

black
folks’

love
q
u
o
tien

ts
th

at
P

u
B

ois’s
m

etap
h
o
rs

could
not

nam
e.

It
is

the
quare:

m
ultivalent

and

A
revisionist

herm
eneutic

of

m
ercy

defies

expectations,

m
oving

auditors
of

the
eegiac

spirituals
to

tears
even

today.
an

ex:ended

m
oan

or
w

ail

harkening
the

anguish
of

the

m
otherless

children
w

ho

created
them

.

m
easured,

capable
of

m
odulating

from
aside

to
polem

ic
as

needed;
it

speaks
w

hen
co

m
m

an
d
ed

to
rem

ain
silent and

quiets
w

hen
com

m
anded

to
confess

and
perform

.
Its

perform
ance

captivates
as

repetition,
irony,

and
a

revisionist
h

erm
en

eu
tic

of
m

ercy
defy

expectations,
m

oving
a
u

ditors
of

the
elegiac

spirituals
to

tears
even

today,
an

extended
m

oan
or

w
ail

h
ark

en
in

g
the

an
g
u

ish
of

the
m

otherless
children

w
ho

created
them

.
T

hus,
these

songs
have

lain
the

foundation
for

w
hat

I
call

the
great

A
m

erican
k
w

eer,
a

too-long-dead
w

ord
pronounced

the
sam

e
as

its
fraught

allom
orph

queer
th

at
Iresurrect

here
because

it
encom

passes
m

ore
of

“the
strange

m
ean

in
g

of
being

black,”
the

lim
inal

space
P

u
B

ois
and

o
th

er
o
rp

h
an

s
know

intim
ately,

than
its

d
escen

d
an

t
ever

could.
F

or
inside

kw
eer

lies
an

o
th

er
allom

orph,
choir,

and
by

invoking
the

g
alv

a
nizing

pow
er

of
collective

perform
ance

in
song,

kw
eer

allow
s

scholars
to

p
o

n
d

er
the

quare
as

a
m

ore
expansive

path
to

en
ter

conversations
about

black
art

th
at

includes
all

w
ho

bear
the

diasporic
burden

of
atten

u
atin

g
the

legacies
of

chattel
slavery

on
A

m
ericans’

intim
ate

choices
across

a
spectrum

of
racial,

sexual,
and

gender
identities.

T
his

m
ed

itatio
n

on
the

quare
aim

s
to

com
plicate

decades-old
conversations

in
A

fro-pessim
ism

ab
o

u
t

w
hom

chattel
slavery

renders
victim

and
w

hom
it

em
pow

ers
to

dom
inate.

In
lim

inal
m

om
ents

of
perform

ance,
I

argue,
the

quare
sets

free
all

orphans—
the

d
escen

d
an

ts
of

A
frican

slaves
and

those
w

ho
cling

to
E

urope’s
feudalism

in
denial

th
at

they,
too,

are
lost

A
fricans—

to
travel

m
etaphysically

and
spiritually

across
tim

e
and

space
and

tem
porize

the
ache

of
physical

pain
and

unim
aginable

grief.
H

erein
lies

this
kw

eer’s
redefinition

of m
ercy,

a
sonic

dream
scape

th
atexposes

the
ab

su
rd

ities
of

the
racial

hierarchies
to

w
hich

A
m

erica
rem

ains
enslaved

w
hile

p
ro

p
h

e
sying

how
it

m
ight

becom
e

“one
nation

[ofsundry
nationalities]

u
n
d
er

[a
syncretic

conception
of]

G
od.”

In
his

ig
3

essay
“S

ound
and

S
entim

ent,
S

ound
and

Sym
bol,”

N
a

th
an

iel
M

ackey,
as

cited
in

this
essay’s

epigraph,
illum

inates
how

the
o

r
p
h
an

ed
black

child’s
strange

(read:
quare)

m
etaphysical

state
com

pels
A

frican
A

m
erican

verse.
T

aking
a

closer
look

at
the

lyricism
in

A
frican

A
m

erican
poetics—

those
th

at
follow

traditional
form

s
and

those,
like

the
spirituals,

th
at

blur
generic

lines
betw

een
narrative/prose

and
high

lyric/
lineated

verse—
allow

s
scholars

to
hear

the
o
rp

h
an

ed
child’s

singular
sound.

T
his

gift
of

the
quare

has
h
au

n
ted

the
colonies

th
at

w
ould

co
m

prise
the

U
nited

S
tates

since
the

advent
of

the
failed

chattel
slavery

p
ro

j
ect

in
S

outh
C

arolina
in

ia
6

and
race-based

discrim
ination

in
the

i66os,
especially

in
the

w
ake

of
B

acon’s
R

ebellion
in

1
6
7

6
.’

w
h
ereas

P
u

B
ois’s
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1

.
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spiritual-grounded
m

etap
h
o
rs

ofthe
color

line
and

double-consciousness
advanced

the
conversation

on
a

truly
free

A
m

erica
by

bounds,
the

p
o
ly

v
a

lence
of

the
quare

goes
even

deeper
to

d
em

o
n
strate

th
at

blackness—
the

m
ost

feared,
abjected

ontological
state—

is
the

hom
e

A
m

erica
can

n
o
t

live
w

ithout
and

is
ash

am
ed

to
love,

so
m

uch
so

th
at

the
abjection

of
th

at
love

of
these

beautiful,
dark,

m
irrored

selves
m

anifests
as

hate.
H

om
e,

th
en

,
quite

sim
ply,

is
w

herever
blackness

is
free

to
define

itself,
sing

of
it

self,
love

and
m

anifest
itselfw

ithout
equivocation—

rather
th

an
sim

ply
be

com
m

odified
for

co
n
su

m
p
tio

n
and

en
tertain

m
en

t.
T

he
nam

eless
arch

i
tects

of
the

spirituals
intuited

this
tru

th
.

T
hese

kw
eer

pioneers
w

ho
knew

a
hom

e
before

A
m

erica
aim

ed
from

the
o
u
tset

to
plot

a
linguistic,

choral
path

back
there,

th
ro

u
g
h

the
fungible

so
u
n
d

of
the

quare
orphan.

T
heir

songs
d
em

o
n
strate

on
E

arth
the

ato
n

em
en

t
aw

aiting
those

in
the

fled
g

ling
nation-state

w
ho

heed
the

call
to

ab
an

d
o
n

the
dying

project
of saving

the
h
u
m

an
and

live
forever

in
the

im
aginative

black
space

of
the

S
pirit.

N
o

o
th

er
group

has
had

a
m

ore
co

n
sisten

t,
effective

m
eans

of
exposing

A
m

erica’s
m

endacity
and

sim
ultaneously

m
odeling

radical
kindness

and
em

pathy
than

black
girls

and
w

om
en,

often
atonce

o
rp

h
an

ed
by

the
slave

trade
and

forced
prem

aturely
to

serve
as

the
n
ascen

t
nation-state’s

m
o

th
ers,

both
to

black
and

brow
n

children
ren

d
ered

m
o
th

erless
and

w
hite

children
w

ho
often

failed
to

actto
end

their
black

m
others’

(and
siblings’)

suffering.
W

hile
m

isogynoir
relegated

th
eir

voices
to

b
ru

sh
arbor,

field,
and

tavern
choruses,

these
black

m
o
th

ers
packed

into
each

ofth
eir

lyrical
ad

ap
tatio

n
s

ofJudeo-C
hristian

dogm
a

a
m

essage
th

at
aim

ed
to

liberate
their

children—
those

they
bore

and
those

w
ho

ow
ned

them
,

w
hom

they
also

reared—
from

chattel
slavery’s

physical
and

psychological
chains.

F
rom

those
w

hose
nam

es
gained

acclaim
,

such
as

M
assachusetts

C
olony

barm
aid

L
ucy

T
erry

P
rince

and
w

u
n
d
erk

in
d

poet
P

hillis
W

heatley
P

eters,
to

the
th

o
u

san
d

s
of

others
in

the
nam

eless
slave

kw
eer,

call-and-response
exhortations

in
verse

and
song

denounce
their

E
uropean

A
m

erican
m

as
ters,

likening
th

em
to

T
hutm

ose
H

,the
E

gyptian
p
h
arao

h
w

hose
en

slav
e

m
en

t
of

“the
children

of
Israel”

led
to

his
dem

ise.
A

t
the

sam
e

tim
e,

these
songs

expose
the

hypocrisy
of

these
A

m
erican

pharaohs’
p

u
rp

o
rted

fight
for

freedom
from

tyranny
w

hile
exacting

u
n
im

ag
in

ab
le

horrors
on

their
darker

m
others,

b
ro

th
ers,

sisters,
and

children.
T

he
“m

an
from

G
alilee,”

Jesus
of

N
azareth,

had
been

born,
like

these
lcw

eer
w

itnesses,
on

the
o
th

er
side

ofthe
ocean,

not
far

from
their

hom
es

in
W

estA
frica,

and
they

have
sung

ab
o
u
t

kinship
to

the
oppressed

incessantly
ever

since,
te

m
pering

pain
w

ith
a

“som
etim

es”
or

an
“ain’t

got
long

to
stay

here,”
even

bragging
ab

o
u
t

their
special

relationship
to

an
intrinsic

w
ealth

beyond

h
u

m
an

m
easures

of
financial

and
cultural

currency
and

an
im

m
o
rtal

ity
th

at
surpasses

the
W

est’s
lim

ited
conceptions

of
m

oralism
and

the

divine.
T

he
youngest

kw
eer

m
em

bers
am

o
n
g

us
today

to
u

t
nigga,

sw
ag,

and
black

g
irl

m
agic

as
honorifics,

hoping
to

transform
m

illennia-old
rac

ist
tropes

into
self-affirm

ing
declarations

of
spiritual

independence
and

intraracial
pride.

In
doing

so,
they

follow
W

heatley
P

eters’s
use

of
sable

in
P

oem
s

on

V
arious

S
ubjects,

R
eligious

an
d

M
oral,

im
m

o
rtalizin

g
in

S
eptem

ber
1
7
7

3

the
w

isdom
th

at
the

nam
eless

balladeers
calling

o
u
t

the
h
u
b
ristic

fail

ings
of

w
hite

n
atio

n
alist

terrorism
had

divined
in

spirituals
since

they

learned
the

language
(and

C
alvinist

narratives)
of

their
oppressive

p
h
a

raohs
and

tu
rn

ed
them

into
m

elodic,
m

erciful
indictm

ents.
T

hey
also

unconsciously
call

as
w

itness
an

o
th

er
M

assachusetts
genius

o
rp

h
an

from
S

enegam
bia,W

est
A

frica,
w

ho
had

m
ade

an
indelible

m
ark

in
N

ew

E
ngland,

nearly
a

decade
before

W
heatley

P
eters

w
ould

land
on

a
B

oston

auction
block,

w
ith

a
folk

ballad
so

vivid
even

a
child

could
learn

and

repeat
it.

S
he

called
herself

L
ucy

B
ijah,

taking
as

her
surnam

e
the

first

nam
e

of
the

black
m

an
w

ho
b
o

u
g
h
t

her
freedom

,
fathered

her
six

ch
il

dren,
and

secured
an

expansive
V

erm
ont

farm
for

their
fam

ily.
H

ow
ever,

w
hite

h
isto

rian
s

en
sh

rin
ed

her
story

and
her

song
w

ith
the

nam
e

her

m
aster

and
her

husband’s
m

aster
had

given
the

couple.
“B

ars
F

ight”—

L
ucy

T
erry

P
rince’s

stark,
h

au
n
tin

g
song

recounting
C

anadian
A

benaki

Indian
soldiers’

A
ugust

1
7

4
5

m
u
rd

er
of

six
B

ritish
im

m
ig

ran
t

invaders

at
the

behest
of

th
eir

F
rench’s

enem
ies—

outlived
the

K
ing

G
eorge’s

W
ar

battle
it

describes
by

a
century

before
it

w
as

published
in

print,
th

ir

ty-four
years

after
its

lyricist’s
i8

z
i

death,
and

fifty-four
years

after
the

tragic
passing

of W
heatley

P
eters.

T
his

essay
focuses

on
the

exegetic
p
ro

test
and

radical
redefinition

of

m
ercy

th
at

the
spirituals

b
irth

ed
and

th
at

T
erry

P
rince

and
W

heatley

P
eters

gave
the

m
asses.

Ittraces
the

roots
of the

quare
to

the
advent

ofthe

A
frican

A
m

erican
elegiac

trad
itio

n
and

to
its

black
m

others
in

the
eig

h

teen
th

and
early

n
in

eteen
th

centuries,
a

trad
itio

n
w

hose
origin

story
has

until
now

been
an

d
ro

cen
tric

and
linked

to
O

laudah
E

quiano’s
Interesting

N
arrative

(1
7

8
9

),
D

avid
W

alker’s
A

ppeal
(1

8
2

7
),

and
F

rederick
D

ouglass’s

N
arrative

(1
8
4
5
).

C
lose

readings
of these

earlier
A

frican
A

m
erican

w
om

en

exegetes,
how

ever,
d

em
o

n
strate

how
they

endow
C

alvinist
evangelical

conceptions
of

m
ercy

w
ith

A
frican

syncretic
sensibilities

and
becom

e

lead
singers

in
a

kw
eer

w
hose

echoes
keep

reem
erging

in
the

popular

1
8

S
O

U
T

H
V

O
L

U
M

E
L

I
N

U
M

B
E

R
1

1
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L
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R
W
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:
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m
usic

of
the

day:
the

late
n

in
eteen

th
and

early
tw

en
tieth

centuries’
m

in

strel
tu

n
es

and
gutbuclcetblues;

the
latter

cen
tu

ry
’sjazi,

M
otow

n, M
uscle

S
hoals,

A
la.,

and
P

hiladelphia
soul;

and
hip-hop,

in
all

its
iterations

over

the
p
ast

half-century,
E

ast
C

oast
to

W
est

to
D

irty
S

outh,
gangsta

to
“co

n

scious.”
T

he
kw

eer’s/quare’s
disruptive

irreverence, g
am

e-ch
an

g
in

g
w

o
rd

play,
and

infectious
m

oans,
w

ails,
and

sonic
affect

d
o
m

in
ate

the
airw

ays

today
as

the
sound

of
“the

trap,”
the

colloquial
nam

e
for

u
rb

an
and

rural

spaces
w

here
fugitivity

breeds
a

creativity
th

at
thrives

despite
the

state

governance
th

at
ghettoizes

black
lives

and
subjectivities.

T
hese

spaces—

collectively
fu

n
ctio

n
in

g
as

E
douard

G
lissant’s

“w
om

b
abyss”

to
“g

en
er

ate
the

clam
or

of
[black]

protest”
(6)

th
at

F
red

M
oten,

C
hristina

S
harpe,

A
lexander

G
.

W
eheliye,

and
others

underscore
as

central
to

black
c
o
n

stru
cts

of
potentiality—

are
as

com
plex

as
any

p
lan

tatio
n

w
as

and
as

the

plantation’s
rein

carn
atio

n
in

A
m

erica’s
p
riso

n
s

rem
ain

today.
T

he
sto

ry

telling
th

at
em

erges
from

this
bass-heavy

m
usic

th
at

features
digitized

and
A

uto-T
uned

w
ails

and
m

oans
are

as
astu

te
in

th
eir

tran
sm

u
tatio

n
of

trau
m

a
for

m
ultiple

au
d
ien

ces
as

any
slave

narrative,
and

I
aim

to
show

th
at

these
early

black
w

om
en

exegetes’
daring

statem
en

ts
w

ere
ju

st
as

risky
in

speaking
tru

th
to

system
s

of
w

hite
n
atio

n
alist

pow
er,

m
aking

it
possible

th
at

all
su

b
seq

u
en

t
perform

ers’
w

ails
and

m
oans

m
ight

co
n

found
and

resonate
w

ith
various

au
d
ien

ces
at

the
sam

e
tim

e.
H

ere
Iw

ill

explore
how

the
quare

as
subversive

p
ro

test
song

unfolds
in

irony,
rep

e

tition,
teleological

ju
x
tap

o
sitio

n
,

italicization,
and

even
braggadocio

in

(1
)

the
sp

iritu
als

“S
om

etim
es

I
Feel

L
ike

a
M

otherless
C

hild”
and

“H
ush.

H
ush.

S
om

ebody’s
C

alling
M

y
N

am
e”;

(2
)

“B
ars

F
ight,”

T
erry

P
rince’s

acco
u
n
t

of
indigenous

w
arriors’

brutal
m

u
rd

er
of

w
ould-be

colonizers

and
their

choice
to

show
m

ercy
to

a
w

hite
m

ale
child;

and
()

W
heatley

P
eters’s

“T
o

M
c
e
n

a
s”

and
serm

o
n
ette

“O
n

B
eing

B
rought from

A
frica

to

A
m

erica.”
T

hese
w

orks
b
irth

ed
an

ever-evolving
liberation

theology
th

at

the
grow

ing
kw

eer—
enslaved

then,
freer

now
—

uses
to

expose
the

glaring

w
hite

lies
at

the
h

eart
of

W
estern

religions’
dogm

a
as

these
canonical

forebearers
in

d
o
ctrin

ate
their

perceived
m

asters
into

A
frican

syncretic

spiritual
practices

th
at

fundam
entally

change
those

religions.

T
H

E
S

L
A

V
E

K
W

E
E

P
;

C
H

O
R

A
L

W
IT

N
E

S
S

E
S

E
N

A
C

T

T
H

E
Q

U
A

R
E

IN
IR

O
N

IC
R

E
F

R
A

IN
S

O
F

P
R

O
T

E
S

T

T
he

A
frican

kw
eer

began
m

o
an

in
g

its
com

plaints
am

id
a

to
rtu

ro
u
s

jo
u

r

ney
w

ith
o
th

er
foreign

cargo
on

ships
ironically

n
am

ed
the

G
ood

S
hip

Jesus,
the

W
hite

L
ion, E

speranza,
M

ercy,
and

the
like.

F
rom

the
beginning,

then,
this

kw
eer

served
as

E
uropean

colonizers’
G

reek
chorus

in
the

A
m

ericas,
exposing

the
“queer

institution’s
of

chattel
slavery

and
the

pernicious
m

endacity
of

the
U

nited
S

tates’
w

ell-spun
origin

tales
of

revolution
against

an
oppressive

m
onarchy.

C
entral

to
w

hite
A

m
erican

C
hristians’

m
ove

from
silent

deference
to

G
od

to
heartfelt,

open
ex

p
res

sion
of

faith
d
u
rin

g
the

S
econd

A
w

akening
w

ere
these

m
o
m

en
tary

effu
sions

th
at

m
o
rp

h
ed

into
“ring

shouts”
and

hollers
in

private
w

orship
services

in
b
ru

sh
arbors,

p
lan

tatio
n

fields,
and

slave
quarters.

E
xcluded

from
w

hite
A

m
erican

churches,
the

enslaved
w

ere
able

to
revel

in
A

frican
rituals

they
enjoyed

in
their

native
lands

and
m

eld
them

w
ith

their
g
ro

w
ing

faith
in

a
C

hristian
M

aster,
the

liberator
of

IsraeliteJew
s

an
d

so-called
G

entiles
like

them
selves,

w
ho

w
ould

deliver
them

from
the

predations
they

faced
from

earthly
m

asters.
T

he
earliest

w
ritten

record
of

the
slave

songs,
now

canonized
as

“the
N

egro
sp

iritu
als,”

is
Isaac

W
atts’s

i
8
4
2

R
eligious

Instruction
o
fthe

N
egroes

in
the

U
nited

S
tates.

Y
et

these
progenitors

ofA
frican

lyric
poetry

and
ele

giac
p
ro

test
in

the
A

m
ericas

w
ent

u
n
d
erth

eo
rized

until
late

in
the

last
century.b

L
auri

R
am

ey
com

pels
deeper

inquiry
into

the
slave

kw
eer’s

exegesis
of

P
ro

testan
t

S
cripture

in
song

and
defiant

reclam
ation

of
their

A
frican

w
orship

practices
in

dance.
R

am
ey

rehistoricizes
the

m
arriage

of
secular

and
sacred

im
agery

in
A

frican
A

m
erican

poetry’
and

m
akes

space
for

a
focus

on
resistance

and
p
ro

test
in

these
songs.

She
characterizes

them
as

“an
extraordinary

expansion
of

m
ind

and
an

u
n
b

o
u

n
d
ed

vision
of

tim
e,

place,
and

identification
b

ro
u

g
h

t
‘hom

e’
to

the
speaker,

even
if

the
speaker

can
n
o
t

travel
‘h

o
m

e”
and

as
“a

com
bined

act
of

refusal
and

self-constitution”
(58).

T
his

kw
eer’s

use
of

“hom
e,”

th
en

,
relocates

the
P

uritanical,
hyperm

asculine
G

od’s
consciousness

from
E

urope
to

A
frica,

w
here

C
hristianity’s

p
red

o
m

in
an

t
predecessor,

Islam
,

and
its

sovereign,
A

llah,
flourished

for
centuries,

alongside
a

p
an

th
eo

n
of

g
en

d
erq

u
eer

A
frican

and
A

fro-diasporic
gods

and
goddesses.

T
his

kw
eer

transform
ed

quiet
asceticism

to
proselytizing,

especially
against

A
m

erican
law

s
reify

ing
chattel

slavery
th

at
conflict

w
ith

freedom
s

the
C

hristian
G

od
should

afford
all

believers.
T

hrough
this

lens,
“S

om
etim

es,
I

Feel
L

ike
a

M
otherless

C
hild”

and
“H

ush.
H

ush.
S

om
ebody’s

C
alling

M
y

N
am

e,”
like

all
o

th
er

sp
iritu

als
and

A
frican

A
m

erican
elegies,

becom
e

sonic
vestiges

of
o
rp

h
an

ed
blacks’

innate
contravention

against
the

m
endacity

ofA
m

erican
racism

.
T

hey
eschew

m
au

d
lin

readings,
and

their
w

ords
em

pow
er

perform
ers

to
conjure

the
ghosts

of
lost

m
others’

presence
for

p
red

o
m

in
an

tly
w

hite

2
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audiences
w

ho
eschew

the
pain

these
forebears’

black
and

w
hite

ch
il

dren
experience

in
their

absence.
T

hus,
the

very
m

eaning
of

being
black

shifts
th

ro
u
g
h

black
m

atern
ity

and
the

quare.
T

o
be

quare,
as

A
frican

A
m

erican
poetics

has
alw

ays
been,

is
to

be
defiantly

m
ultigeneric,

m
u
lti

m
edia,

m
u
lticu

ltu
ral,

spiritually
syncretic,

and
h
arm

o
n

io
u

s
in

a
h

o
st

of
m

in
o
r

keys.
In

every
w

ritten
w

ord,
forem

others’
cries

com
e

forth
to

carry

us
hom

e
to

ourselves,
our

bleeding
h
earts

longing
to

be
rocked

freer
of

fear
of

w
hite

suprem
acist

aggression,
abuse,

and
theft.

In
this

w
ay,

the
sim

plicity
of

these
spirituals’

lyrics
belie

m
ore

com
p]ex

m
essages.

A
s

easy
to

rem
em

b
er

as
any

nursery
rhym

e,
they

rem
ain

ideal
clarions,

respectively,
to

expose
chattel

slavery’s
cruelty

in
destroying

fam
ilial

relationships
(‘S

om
etim

es”)
and

m
o
b
iliie

slaves
p]anning

to
flee

to
freedom

in
the

N
orth

or
C

anada
(‘H

ush.
H

ush.”).
W

ith
the

an
ap

h
o

ra
of

“S
om

etim
es,”

singers
(and

auditors)
aim

to
m

itigate—
if

not
o
u
trig

h
t

reject—
the

pain
of

feeling
(or,

in
fact,

being)
bereft

of
a

m
other,

a
co

n
d

i
Lion

th
at

seem
s

at
tim

es
p
erm

an
en

t
and

im
p

lacab
le.

T
hose

w
ho

in
h
ab

it
spirituals

in
perform

ance
m

ostaffectively
know

th
at

this
feeling

of
loss

is
n
o
t

a
p
erp

etu
al

em
o
tio

n
al

and
m

etaphysical
state;

it
does,

in
fact,

pass,
m

aybe
even

as
acutely

and
quickly

as
the

last
b
reath

s
of

these
m

others,
w

ho
can

be
conjured

at
any

m
o
m

en
t

w
ith

incantatory,
choral

song. T
hus,

these
spirituals’

an
ap

h
o
ras

and
ep

istro
p
h
es

convey
slaves’

and
their

descendants’
revisionist

relatio
n
sh

ip
w

ith
o
rp

h
an

h
o

o
d

and
C

alvinism
,

w
hose

ten
ets,

duplicitously
used

to
justify

their
enslavem

ent,
ironically

undergird
their

subjugation
to

u
n
im

ag
in

ab
le

physical
suffering

an
d

their
new

found
u

n
d

erstan
d

in
g

of
spiritual

liberation.
T

his
syncretism

of
A

frican
and

E
uropean

beliefs
and

practices
also

pulses
th

ro
u
g
h

“H
ush.

H
ush,

S
om

ebody’s
C

alling
M

y
N

am
e.”

T
he

sp
iri

tual’s
title

refrain
alone

illum
ines

tw
o

points
of

protest.
T

he
first

exploits
the

forceful
co

m
m

an
d

of
silence

th
at

A
fricans

no
d
o
u
b
t

heard
not

long
after

th
eir

w
him

pers,
scream

s,
and

cries
began

to
u
n
settle

those
w

ho
failed

to
u

n
d

erstan
d

th
at,

unlike
anim

als,
they

w
ere

not
chattel,

n
o
t w

ith
out

voices
to

express
their

pain,
anguish,

and
rage.

T
o

silence
those

w
ho

silence
slaves

in
the

nam
e

of
their

G
od

w
ith

the
sam

e
co

m
m

an
d

th
at

stifles
slaves’

cries
to

pre-C
hristian

gods
and

ancestors
is

the
m

ost
daring

protest.
It

becom
es

all
the

m
ore

pow
erful

once
one

considers
the

w
ord’s

origins.
shortly

after
the

S
paniards’

failed
attem

p
t

to
occupy

S
outh

C
arolina

in
1

5
2

6
w

ith
their

A
frican

cargo,
the

B
ritish

inculcated
hush

into
E

nglish
as

a
verb

m
ean

in
g

“to
im

pose
silence

upon”
(O

E
D

),
so

it w
as

likely
com

m
on

speech
in

the
decades

before
SirJohn

H
aw

kins,
a

cousin

of
Sir

F
rancis

D
rake,

w
ould

b
rin

g
the

first
A

fricans
to

the
C

aribbean
on

w
hat

is
now

know
n

as
the

G
ood

S
hip

Jesus,
in

1
5

5
2
.

N
o

doubt,
the

B
ritish

im
m

ig
ran

ts
w

ho
in

1
6
1
9

traded
goods

for
the

tw
enty

A
frican

orphans
on

a
D

utch
ship,

the
W

hite
L

ion,
spew

ed
it

at
these

inhabitants
of

E
ngland’s

first
successful

colony
w

ho
w

ere
refused

a
path

to
citizenship.

T
hey,

in
tu

rn
,

also
read

the
w

ord
surreptitiously

in
the

w
orks

ofW
illiam

S
hakespeare,

John
M

ilton,
and

A
lexander

P
ope,

in
the

m
onologues

of
characters

invoking
a

higher
pow

er
than

those
oppressing

them
.

A
s

they
do

in
each

N
egro

spiritual,
th

en
,

the
kw

eer’s
linguistic

m
irroring

enacts
a

caesura
as

they
shift

focus,
beginning

w
ith

h
u

m
an

lim
itations

or
u

n
w

ill
ingness

to
show

m
ercy

and
m

oving
to

divine
intervention.

T
hey

subvert
biblical

teachings
of

obsequience
to

earthly
m

asters
and

appeal
directly

to
the

source
to

w
hom

their
oppressors

m
u
st

answ
er.

A
L

L
IS

F
A

IR
IN

W
A

R
:

W
H

E
N

‘A
W

F
U

L
C

R
E

A
T

U
R

E
S

”

S
H

O
W

N
O

M
E

R
C

Y
,

S
A

V
E

O
N

E
W

H
IT

E
B

O
Y

T
he

quare
begins

to
unfold

in
N

orth
A

m
erica

as
soon

as
generals

of
developed

W
estern

nations’
arm

ies
attem

p
t

to
use

those
m

arked
w

ith
blackness—

including
indigenous

actors
conflated

w
ith

A
fricans

because
of

their
intim

acies
before

E
uropeans’

arrival’—
as

soldiers
in

their
terri

torial
w

ars.
T

hese
actors

exercise
the

subjectivities
they

have
enjoyed

in
the

A
m

ericas
before

the
d
o
m

in
io

n
of

w
hiteness

and
em

brace
fugitivity

in
resistance

to
E

uropeans’
n
atio

n
alist

agendas.
T

he
earliest

extant
ly

r
ical

ballad
in

the
slave

kw
eer

canon
and

in
A

frican
A

m
erican

literature,
T

erry
P

rince’s
“B

ars
F

ight,”
offers

a
stark

chronicle
of

these
indigenous

actors’
savvy.

In
T

he
B

lack
A

esthetic
U

nbound:
T

heorizing
the

D
ilem

m
a

of

E
ighteenth-C

entury
A

frican
A

m
erican

L
iterature

(zoo8),
A

pril
C

.
E.

L
angley

charges
scholars

to
reexam

ine
this

ballad
and

its
com

poser
through

this
prism

of
protest,

u
n
d
ersco

rin
g

th
at

“the
P

uritan-based
ideologies

of
late

seventeenth-
and

early
eig

h
teen

th
-cen

tu
ry

captivity
narratives

of
co

n
v

er
sion

are
conspicuously

absent”
from

it
(
1
5
7
.

T
he

poem
as

p
u
b
lish

ed
in

i
8

is
tw

enty-eight
lin

es:

A
ugust

‘tw
as

the
tw

enty-fifth,
S

eventeen
h

u
n

d
red

forty-six;
T

he
Indians

did
in

am
b
u

sh
lay,

S
om

e
very

valiant
m

en
to

slay’,
T

he
nam

es
of

w
hom

I’ll
not

leave
out.

S
am

uel
A

llen
like

a
hero

fout,

2
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A
nd

th
o
u
g
h

he
w

as
so

brave
an

d
b
o
ld

,
H

is
face

no
m

o
re

sh
alt

w
e

b
eh

o
ld

.

E
teazer

H
aw

ks
w

as
killed

o
u
trig

h
t,

B
efore

he
h
ad

tim
e

to
fight,—

B
efore

he
d
id

th
e

In
d
ian

s
see,

W
as

sh
o
t

an
d

killed
im

m
ed

iately
.

O
liver

A
m

sd
en

he
w

as
slain

,
W

h
ich

cau
sed

h
is

frien
d

s
m

u
ch

g
rief

an
d

p
ain

.

S
im

eo
n

A
m

sd
en

th
ey

fo
u

n
d

d
ead

,

N
ot

m
an

y
ro

d
s

d
istan

t
fro

m
his

h
ead

.
A

d
o
n
ijah

G
illert

w
e

do
h

ear

D
id

lose
h
is

life
w

h
ich

w
as

so
dear.

Jo
h
n

S
adler

fled
across

th
e

w
ater,

A
nd

th
u

s
escap

ed
th

e
d

read
fu

l
slau

g
h

ter.

E
unice

A
llen

see
th

e
In

d
ian

s
co

m
in

g
,

A
nd

h
o

p
es

to
save

h
erself

by
ru

n
n
in

g
,

A
nd

h
ad

n
o

t
h

er
p
ettico

ats
sto

p
p
ed

her,
T

he
aw

ful
creatu

res
h
ad

n
o

t
catch

ed
her,

N
or

to
m

m
y

h
aw

k
ed

h
er

on
th

e
h

ead
,

A
nd

left
h

er
on

th
e

g
ro

u
n

d
for

dead.
Y

oung
S

am
uel

A
llen,

O
h

lack-a-day!
W

as
tak

en
an

d
carried

to
C

an
ad

a.

A
lth

o
u
g
h

T
erry

P
rince’s

rh
y

m
in

g
co

u
p

lets
certain

ly
are

devoid
of

c
o

n

v
en

tio
n
al

lyricism
an

d
n
arrativ

e
piety,

th
e

ballad’s
h

isto
rical

acco
u

n
t

offers
tellin

g
in

sig
h
ts

on
th

e
p

o
litics

of
th

e
day,

and
its

reso
n

an
ce

w
ith

T
erry

P
rince’s

au
d

ien
ce

is
evinced

in
its

critical
recep

tio
n

an
d

p
u

b
lica

tio
n

nearly
a

cen
tu

ry
after

sh
e

first
p
erfo

rm
ed

it
an

d
nearly

th
irty

years

after
h

er
d

eath
.

It
d
o
cu

m
en

ts
th

e
v
u
ln

erab
ilities

of
E

u
ro

p
ean

A
m

ericans’
fled

g
lin

g
p
seu

d
o
-n

atio
n
-state

as
she

u
n
d
ersco

res
th

e
p

o
ro

sity
of

th
e

b
o
rd

ers
of

w
h

at
w

o
u
ld

b
eco

m
e

th
e

U
nited

S
tates,

p
o
in

tin
g

th
e

A
frican

A
m

erican
im

ag
in

atio
n

to
C

an
ad

a,
w

h
ich

sch
o

lar
R

in
ald

o
W

alco
tt

calls

the
m

o
st

q
u

eer
of

d
iasp

o
ra

spaces.”9
“B

ars
F

ight,”
w

h
ich

w
e

sh
o

u
ld

co
n
sid

er
th

e
first

b
lu

es
b
allad

,
also

in
tro

d
u
ces

tw
o

asp
ects

of
th

e
q
u
are

in
th

e
A

frican
A

m
erican

elegiac
tra

d
itio

n
at

once.
T

he
first

is
th

e
in

fectio
u

s
cad

en
ce

of
blacks’

lyricism
in

song,
w

h
ich

H
o

u
sto

n
A

.
B

aker
Jr.,

in
B

lues,
Ideology,

and
A

fro-A
m

erican
L

iterature,
characterizes

as
a

“m
atrix,”

“w
om

b,”
and

“code
radically

co
n

d
itio

n
in

g
[black]

A
m

erica’s
cultural

signifying”
(3—

4,
5).

S
im

ultaneously,

2
4

S
O

U
T

H
V

O
L

U
M

E
L

i
N

U
M

B
E

R
1

“B
ars

F
ight”

captures
the

au
th

o
rity

th
at

the
black

m
other’s

voice
co

m
m

an
d
s

to
at

once
affirm

P
uritans’

sense
of

m
oral

superiority
in

the
w

ake
of

a
w

hite
fam

ily’s
m

assacre
an

d
to

show
nonw

hite
w

arriors’
sim

u
lta

neous
capacity

for
both

u
n

flin
ch

in
g

brutality
and

extrem
e

em
pathy.

In
tru

th
,

the
“very

valiant
m

en”
T

erry
P

rince
extols

in
line

4
had

no
fighting

chance
on

th
at

D
eerfield

lea;
th

u
s,

there
lies

in
the

ballad’s
title

alone
an

obvious
and

desperate
need

for
w

hites
to

endow
them

selves
w

ith
agency

over
their

fate,
even

w
hen

there
clearly

is
none.

In
addition,

w
hat

is
u
n

m
istakable

is
th

at
T

erry
P

rince’s
voice

and
w

ords
w

ere
so

pow
erful

and
indelible

th
at

their
h
au

n
tin

g
resonance

lived
on

in
cultural

m
em

ory
and

w
ere

passed
dow

n
th

ro
u
g
h

tw
o

g
en

eratio
n
s

as
a

folk
stan

d
ard

.
W

hat
has

gone
too

long
u

n
n

o
ted

ab
o

u
t

“B
ars

F
ight”—

given
its

prom
inence

in
co

n
cu

rren
t

N
egro

spirituals
and

in
succeeding

w
orks

by
black

m
ale

and
fem

ale
w

riters—
is

its
countergaze

on
the

vulnerability
of

w
hite

flesh
as

narratives
ofthe

circum
-A

tlantic
slave-trading

project
and

w
hite

su
p

rem
acy

proliferate.
T

erry
P

rince
offers

a
rare

perspective
on

racial
stratifica

tion
and

racism
as

these
concepts

are
being

reinvented
and

revised
in

the
A

m
ericas.

B
lending

the
precolonial

d
o

cu
m

en
tarian

-jo
u
rn

alist
im

pulse
w

ith
the

A
frican

griot
storytelling

trad
itio

n
into

w
hich

she
w

as
born

in
her

native
G

uinea,
T

erry
P

rince
is,

of
course,

ab
sen

t
from

the
poem

’s
narrative

itself.
Y

et
her

very
absence

has
a

palpable
presence.

T
hrough

her
b
a
l

lad’s
o

m
n

iscien
t

third-person
p

o
in

t
of

view
,

she
becom

es
the

m
ythical

voice
carrying

the
m

ulticultural,
m

ultiracial
m

em
ory

of
a

m
ajor

event
in

the
C

anadian/F
rench

and
B

ritish/A
m

erican
w

ars
for

colonized,
not-

yet-A
m

erican
soil.

She
is

w
ithout

question
the

first
su

p
erstar

soloist
in

the
slave

kw
eer

trad
itio

n
.

S
he

clearly
com

forts
a

com
m

unity
upended

by
trau

m
a

in
‘B

ars
F

ight,”
calling

each
victim

’s
nam

e
so

th
at

their
suffering

is
not

forgotten.
H

er
insistence

on
calling

atten
tio

n
to

each
individual

in
lin

e5
im

plicitly
acknow

ledges
th

eir
suffering

and
the

pain
each

of
their

loved
ones

w
ill

endure.
T

his
choice

contrasts
the

ironic
ubiquity

and
im

personality
of

w
hite

m
ale

patriarchy
and

violence
th

at
T

erry
P

rince
had

w
itnessed

on
her

journey
from

W
est

A
frica

to
the

land
th

at
w

ould
becom

e
the

U
nited

S
tates

ofA
m

erica.
She

know
s

the
confusion

of
being

forced
to

answ
er

to
a

nam
e

her
m

o
th

er
and

fath
er

did
not

give
her,

the
pain

of
th

at
original

nam
e

being
su

b
lim

ated
or

forgotten,
the

traum
a

of
being

forced,
in

this
new

space,
to

accom
m

odate
others

by
p

reten
d
in

g
to

ignore
the

physical
scars

and
psychic

keloidosis
th

at
com

es
w

ith
this

level
of

abuse,
loss,

and
erasure.

H
ere,

in
this

m
o

m
en

t
and

th
ro

u
g
h

o
u

t

1
.

L
A

M
A

R
W
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S

O
N

:
B

IR
T

H
IN

G
A

M
E

R
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A
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K
W
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the
rem

ain
d
er

of
her

ballad,
T

erry
P

rince
com

forts
the

E
uropeans

w
hom

she
w

itnessed
terrorizing

people
w

ho
looked

like
her.

T
he

sole
adjectival

attrib
u
tes

th
at

w
ill

forever
be

su
n
g

ab
o
u
t

the
w

hite
m

en
associated

w
ith

this
“tragic”

m
o
m

en
t

in
not-yet-A

m
erican

history
is

th
at

they
w

ere
“v

al
iant”

(line
4);

the
only

in
d

ictm
en

t
of

the
natives

w
ill

be
th

at
of

calling
th

em
“aw

ful
creatures”

(line
2

4
).

O
n

their
face,

those
seem

fairly
kind

to
the

w
hite

m
en

and
ju

d
g

m
en

tal
of

the
indigenous

ones.
H

ow
ever,

T
erry

P
rince

needs
n
eith

er
to

state
the

im
plicit

ironies
of

indigenous
people

being
used

as
stand-ins

for
F

rench
C

anadian
w

hites’
violence

against
B

ritish
A

m
erican

w
hites

nor
to

sh
o

u
t

ab
o
u
t

the
violent

perils
to

w
hich

her
ow

n
station

subjects
her.

H
er

em
b
o
d
im

en
t

in
song—

lost
to

history,
effigized

until
now

—
represents

the
vulnerabilities

her
ow

n
black

fem
ale

flesh
m

ay
suffer

at
any

m
o
m

en
t

at
the

h
an

d
s

of
the

surviving
“valiant”

w
hite

m
en

w
ho

need
bodies

to
assau

lt
as

vengeance
for

the
loss

of
their

slain
b
reth

ren
,

daughter,
and

sons.
L

ast,
T

erry
P

rince’s
is

the
first

black
voice

th
at

situates
C

anada
as

a
strange

(I
dare

say
quare)

space,
free

of
colonial

violence.
E

ight-year-old
S

am
A

llen
is

taken
to

C
anada,

and
it

is
there,

accounts
allege,

living
am

o
n
g

the
A

benakis,
th

at
he

im
plored

to
rem

ain
once

his
fam

ily’s
sentries

found
him

.
T

erry
P

rince
know

s
the

irony
of

this
account

of
a

w
hite

boy
of

p
resu

m
ed

so
u
n
d

m
ind

fin
d

ing
in

a
m

atter
of

m
o

n
th

s
m

ore
joy

in
C

anada
th

an
he

had
know

n
in

M
assachusetts

am
o
n
g

the
fam

ily
into

w
hich

he
w

as
born-

H
er

poem
’s

final
lines,

th
en

,
tacitly

raise
the

question:
W

hy
w

ould
little

S
am

beg
to

live
am

o
n
g

such
“aw

ful
creatures”?

In
h
erjo

u
rn

ey
fro

m
G

u
in

ea
th

ro
u
g
h

the
C

aribbean
to

M
assachusetts,

T
erry

P
rince

had
learned

intim
ately

w
hat

trau
m

a
does

to
m

ake
one

co
rn

plicit
to

the
w

ill
of

p
erp

etrato
rs

of
violence

as
w

ell
as

th
at

one
m

ight
find

friends
am

o
n
g

alleged
enem

ies,
w

ho
are

m
ore

like
fam

ily
m

em
bers

than
those

to
w

hom
you

are
linked

by
blood.

M
oreover,

in
her

song,
T

erry
P

rince
m

akes
sure

th
at

no
one

forgets
these

com
plex

possibilities,
th

at
they

coexist
w

ith
an

ap
p

aren
t

sim
plicity

and
th

at
they

sw
ing

in
a

p
en

d
u
lu

m
on

the
“black

rhythm
”

of
h
er

black
fem

ale
voice

and
flesh.

H
ere

in
the

closing
couplet,

th
en

,
the

o
rp

h
an

ed
T

erry
P

rince
gives

her
audience—

one
m

ight
call

th
em

her
surrogate

children,
w

hite
and

n
o
n

w
hite

alike—
m

uch
to

d
isru

p
t

their
notions

of
su

b
ject/n

o
n

su
b

ject
p
o
si

tions
w

hile
acknow

ledging
th

eir
grief.

W
hat/w

ho
is

w
hite(ness)

and
black(ness)?

W
hat

of
the

indigenous/”red”
blood

in
this

m
enagerie

of
violence?

W
hat

of
the

in-betw
een

m
ixtures

of
m

in
d

and
flesh

and,
m

ost
of

all,
m

yth
and

(re)im
agination?

C
ritics’

reference
to

“B
ars

F
ight”

as
a

jau
n

ty
doggerel

over
the

years,
th

en
,

points
to

the
everyday

ap
p
ro

p
ria

tion
of

black
perform

ance
th

at
fat Is

to
plum

b
the

d
ep

th
of

blues
lyrics

or
the

pow
er

they
hold

in
perform

ance.

F
R

O
M

H
E

R
B

U
L

L
Y

P
U

L
P

IT
O

F
T

H
E

P
A

G
E

,

A
N

A
F

R
IC

A
N

P
R

O
D

IG
Y

R
E

D
E

F
IN

E
S

M
E

R
C

Y

D
espite

the
contravening

evidence,
little

scholarship
has

placed
P

hillis
W

heatley
P

eters
in

h
er

rightful
place

as
one

of
the

firstA
frican

A
m

erican
exegetes.

In
fact,

for
the

p
ast

q
u
arter-cen

tu
ry

Jarena
L

ee
and

M
aria

‘N.
S

tew
art,

born
free,

respectively,
in

N
ew

Jersey
and

C
onnecticut,

have
been

regarded
as

black
w

om
en

pioneers
in

the
preaching

of
the

G
ospel.

S
cholars

C
hanta

H
ayw

ood,
M

arilyn
C

.
R

ichardson,
and

V
alerie

C
.

C
ooper’°have

m
ade

com
pelling

cases
for

this
pair

as
exegetes

w
hose

n
a
r

ratives
of

conversion
and

inculcation
into

A
m

erican
P

uritanism
inspired

other
A

frican
A

m
ericans

to
join

their
faith.

T
he

fervor
th

at
drove

these
A

frican
A

m
erican

w
om

en
to

becom
e

w
itnesses,

how
ever,

springs
from

a
deeper

w
ell

th
at

preceded
their

ancestors’
arrival

on
U

S
soil.

A
t

least
a

decade
before

L
ee

began
w

riting,
it w

as
palpable

in
p
rin

t
in

the
o
rp

h
an

ed
prodigy’s

P
oem

s
on

V
arious

S
ubjects,

R
eligious

an
d

M
oraL

B
efore

E
quiano,

W
alker,

D
ouglass,

D
u

B
ois,

and
o

th
er

m
en,

W
heatley

P
eters

setth
e

tone
for

subversive,w
om

an-centered
p
ro

testby
fo

reg
ro

u
n

d
ing

the
h
au

n
tin

g
pain

and
transform

ative
pow

er
of

the
black

m
aternal

voice
as

she
affirm

ed
her

native
land’s

life-giving
soil

and
reflected

on
her

lost
m

other’s
spiritual

rites
and

co
m

m
u

n
io

n
w

ith
nature.

A
ll

the
m

ore
aw

e-inspiring
is

that,
like

T
erry

P
rince,

the
harbingers

of
the

sp
ir

ituals,
and

others
in

the
slave

kw
eer,

this
o
rp

h
an

ed
child

expressed
her

grievances
alongside

subtle,
exegetical

in
terv

en
tio

n
s

in
the

C
alvinism

and
P

u
ritan

ism
into

w
hich

she
w

as
in

d
o
ctrin

ated
w

hile
sim

ultaneously
com

forting
E

uropean
A

m
erican

im
m

igrants
m

o
u
rn

in
g

their
children’s

deaths.
C

oupled
w

ith
aligning

her
m

other’s
likely

Islam
ic

and
traditional

A
frican

faith
praxis

w
ith

the
W

est’s
C

hristianity,
W

heatley
P

eters’s
p

h
e

nom
enological

in
terd

ictio
n
s

in
P

oem
s

on
V

arious
S

ubjects
underscore

the
role

of
the

black
m

aternal
as

a
generative

bridge
betw

een
sociocultural

divides
created

by
varied

religious
ideologies.

W
ith

a
fram

e
th

at
takes

into
account

evidence
in

“T
o

M
c
e
n
a
s

th
at

W
heatley

P
eters

traces
her

artistic
kinship

to
A

frican
w

riters
and

visual
artists,

I
focus

prim
arily

on
italicizations

in
W

heatley
P

eters’s
“O

n
B

eing
B

rought
from

A
frica

to
A

m
erica”

th
at

underscore
linguistic

choices
central

to
her

fo
u

n
d
atio

n
al

p
ro

test
against

w
hite

su
p
rem

acist
view

s
ab

o
u
t

blackness/the
q

u
are

2
S

S
O

U
T

H
V

O
L

U
M

E
L

i
:

N
U

M
S

E
R

L
.

L
A

M
A

R
W

IL
S

O
N

:
B

IR
T

H
IN

G
A

M
E

R
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A
S

K
W

E
E

P
2

7



T
t’acing

the
spirituals,

the
quare

in
T

erry
P

rince
and

W
heatley

P
eters

em
pow

ers
scholars

to
ch

art
subversive

d
issen

t
in

A
frican

A
m

erican
liter

ature
back

to
its

advent
in

w
ays

th
at

deepen
our

u
n

d
erstan

d
in

g
of

p
o
st

stru
ctu

ralist
discourse

on
black

consciousness
and

black
perform

ativity.

T
hese

readings
trace

an
u
n
ch

arted
link

betw
een

studies
of

the
quare

and

the
“countertradition”

th
at

scholars
Jahan

R
am

azani
and

M
ax

C
avitch

so
accurately

nam
e

yet
inadequately

fram
e

as,
essentially,

rem
ixes

of

E
uropean

verse
w

ith
A

frican
“(lava,”

In
A

m
erican

E
legy

(2
0
0
7
),

a
d

efin
i

tive
survey

of
the

genre
th

ro
u
g
h

the
n

in
eteen

th
century,

C
avitch

rightly

identifies
W

heatley
P

eters
as

initiating
a

“co
u
n
tertrad

itio
n

in
U

.S.
liter

ature”
w

ith
P

oem
s

on
V

arious
S

ubjects
(53),

co
n
tin

u
in

g
the

conversation

begun
by

R
am

azani
in

his
1
9
9
4

text,
P

oetry
o
fM

ourning.
R

am
azani,

like

C
avitch,

devotes
one

chapter
to

the
fo

u
n
d
atio

n
al

role
ofW

heatley
P

eters

in
the

A
m

erican
and

A
frican

A
m

erican
elegiac

trad
itio

n
s

and
brackets

the
A

frican
A

m
erican

elegy
in

ironic
q
u
o
tatio

n
s

as,
to

the
u

n
so

p
h

isti

cated
eye,

“a
contradiction

in
term

s
or

a
redundancy”

(1
3
4
).

N
oting

the

“politically
coded”

verse
of

W
heatley

P
eters,

w
hom

he
calls

“the
m

o
th

er

of
the

A
frican-A

m
erican

elegy,”
R

am
azani

traces
a

trad
itio

n
al

genealogy

of
black

elegists
“rem

a[king]
the

E
urocentric

genre
in

their
ow

n
im

age”

(1
3
5
—

1
3
6
).

In
the

p
astd

ecad
e,T

o
m

0. M
cC

ulley
and

V
incent C

arretta
have

b
ro

u
g
h
t

W
heatley

P
eters’s

w
ork

into
queer

discourse
m

ore
directly.

In
“Q

ueering

P
hillis

W
heatley,”

M
cC

u)ley
rejects

reading
her

poem
s

as
subservient

odes
to

benevolent
enslavers,

their
friends

and
loved

ones
but

reifies
her

accepting
a

p
o
sitio

n
as

an
“othered

other”
(N

ew
E

ssays
zo

i).
H

e
ack

n
o
w

l

edges
the

perform
ativity

at
w

ork
in

the
voice

she
presents

in
h

er
book,

yet
he

reads
her

elegiac
lam

en
ts

as
earn

est
expressions

of
her

lim
itatio

n
s

as
a

slave,
m

issing
their

im
plicit

ironies
and

satirical
potential,

given
her

role
as

an
evangelical

exegete.
“T

o
M

cen
as,”

for
exam

ple,
introduces

the
ironic

ju
x
tap

o
sitio

n
s

th
at

satirize
w

hite
evangelicals’

sense
of

racial

superiority.
In

th
is

poem
,

W
heatley

P
eters

not
only

posits
herself

as
an

intellectual,
artistic

peer
(honoring

p
atro

n
s

from
the

p
resen

t
day

and

d
istan

t
past

alongside
G

reco-R
ornan

M
uses,

show
ing

her
agility

w
ith

the

rhym
ing

couplet)
b
u
t

also
flaunts

her
lineage

as
unapologetically

A
frican

and
equal

u
n
d
er

the
auspices

of
the

C
hristian

G
od

and
the

accepted

pagan
ones.

W
ith

this
poem

and
others

in
her

only
extant

collection,

W
heatley

P
eters

also
forces

the
nonblack

w
orld

to
face

its
fo

u
n
d
atio

n
al

lie:
B

lack
voices,

m
inds

and
flesh,

all
m

arked
by

the
aggrieved

m
aternal,

are
m

ore,
not

less,
capable

of
m

aking
irnpactful

art
of

language.
R

acist

2
8

S
O

U
T

H
V

O
L

U
M

E
L

I
N

U
M

B
E

R
1

p
h
en

o
m

en
o
lo

g
ies

th
at

assert
the

suprem
acy

ofw
hite

heterosexua]
m

ale
desire

indict
them

selves
w

ith
their

m
yriad

pocks.
T

hat
too

often
b
lack

ness
is

p
resen

ted
as

an
isolated

m
onolith,

an
O

ther,
a

m
ag

ical/ex
cep

tional
N

egro
“problem

”—
even

by
adm

irers
like

M
cC

ulley
and

C
arretta,

au
th

o
r

of
the

definitive
B

iography
o
fa

G
enius

in
B

ondage—
is

a
tro

u
b

lin
g

trope
th

at
W

heatley
P

eters’s
poetics

flouts
tim

e
and

again.
W

heatley
P

eters
single-handedly

nullifies
the

now
-infam

ous
notions

of
blackness

p
u

rp
o

rted
by

K
ant

and
others

of
the

E
n
lig

h
ten

m
en

t,
situ

at
ing

h
er

people
as

a
“sable

race,”
a

point
of

pride
rath

er
than

sham
e

and
akin

to
the

m
ost

prized
fur

being
traded

at
the

tim
e.

In
the

fifth
stanza

of
“To

M
aecenas,”

W
heatley

P
eters

invokes
the

venerable
C

arthiginian
R

om
an

playw
right

P
ublius

T
erentius

A
fer,

know
n

in
the

canon
as

T
erence,

and
aligns

h
erself

w
ith

a
fellow

A
frican

credited
w

ith
w

riting
the

definitive
early

L
atin

tran
slatio

n
s

of
classic

G
reek

plays.
T

heir
co

l
lective

literary
acum

en,
she

im
plicitly

states,
calls

into
question

the
U

S
chattel

slave
system

,
w

hich
attem

p
ts

to
reduce

pre—
M

iddle
P

assage
A

frican
historicity

to
narratives

of
illiteracy

and
anim

ality.
In

defining
an

A
fro-diasporic

im
aginary

th
at

rejects
subjugation

to
any

o
th

er
forces

th
an

those
of

the
divine,

W
heatley

P
eters

points
readers’

atten
tio

n
to

the
p
h
ilo

so
p
h
ies

ofA
frican

G
reco-R

om
an

slavery
th

at
her

and
T

erence’s
respective

m
asters

espoused.
L

ike
T

erence
and

T
erry

P
rince,

W
heatley

P
eters

w
as

afforded
an

education,
and

in
p
o
in

tin
g

to
T

erence’s
oeuvre,

she
notes

th
at

all
of

the
slaves

and
ex-slaves

in
his

plays,
particularly

S
yrus

in
H

eauton
T

im
orum

enos
(T

he
S

elf-T
orm

entor)
and

P
arm

eno
in

E
unuchus

(T
he

E
unuch),

recur
as

literary
tricksters

challenging
the

ab
su

r
dity

and
intractability

ofw
hite

suprem
acy

dating
to

antiquity
in

the
face

of
prerequisite,

precursory,
and

co
n

tem
p
o

ran
eo

u
s

A
frican

subjectivities.
A

s
A

frican
A

m
erican

w
riters

have
often

done
before

w
hite

w
itnesses,

W
heatley

P
eters

fram
es

herself
notonly

as
an

interlocutor
for

black
slaves

in
A

m
erica

but
also

for
w

hite
A

m
ericans

fash
io

n
in

g
a

national
identity

separate
from

their
B

ritish
(and

otherw
ise

E
uropean)

ones,
the

latter
of

w
hich

she
bears

out
m

ore
fully

in
an

elegy
for

a
fam

ily
friend,

G
eorge

x•V
hitefield.

In
the

process
of

identity
tran

slatio
n

and
tran

sfo
rm

atio
n

,
her

use
of

heroic
couplets

signals
th

at
she

has,
in

fact,
studied

D
ryden

and
P

ope.H
ow

ever,she
does

asA
udre

L
orde

w
ould

in
stru

ctallw
riters

invested
in

the
quare

in
“P

oetry
Is

N
ota

L
uxury,”

exactly
three

h
u
n
d

red
years

later:
S

he
circum

vents
the

w
hite

patriarchal
gaze

on
her

verse
by

going
m

eta
phorically

above
these

and
other

w
hite

m
en’s

heads.
“T

o
M

aecenas,”
her

collection’s
o
p
en

in
g

poem
,

seeks
the

blessing
of

A
frican

G
reco-R

om
an

L
.

L
A

M
A

R
W

IL
S

O
N

:
B

IR
T

H
IN

G
A

M
E

R
IC

A
’S

K
W

e
E

R
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p
atro

n
s

of
the

arts
as

W
heatley

P
eters

challenges
her

M
uses

(and
her

critics)
to

reconsider
the

m
easure

of
“partial

grace’
(line

39)
endow

ed

to
T

erence’s
m

ind
and

flesh.
H

as
not

this
grace

been
endow

ed
to

her
as

w
elt?

she
asks

the
divine

forces
(along

w
ith,

tacitly,
her

w
hite

readers
and

any
black

and
otherw

ise
O

thered
ones

w
ho,

as
S

cripture
says,

“bath
eats

to
hear”).

T
erence

w
as

first,
she

says
in

the
sixth

stanza,
b
u
t

she
too

w
ilt

prove
h
erself w

orthy
of

their
“paternal

rays”
and

“propitious”
favor.

T
h
ro

u
g
h
o
u
t

P
oem

s
on

V
arious

S
ubjects,

w
h

eatley
P

eters’s
elegies—

for
W

hitefield,
for

an
anonym

ous
“young

lady
of

five
years

of
age,”

for

a
“young

gentlem
an,”

and
others—

position
her

as
both

com
forter

of

those
in

m
o
u
rn

in
g

and
p
ro

p
h
et

revising
trad

itio
n
al

Judeo-C
hristian

rhetoric
of

heaven
and

the
hereafter.

In
her

m
ost

anthologized
poem

,

“O
n

B
eing

B
rought

from
A

frica
to

A
m

erica,”
her

use
of

capitalization,

italicization,
and

direct
q
u
o
tatio

n
underscore

the
satire

readers
easily

envision
springing

from
the

m
in

d
s

of
w

hite
m

en
(D

ryden,
P

ope,
M

ilton

S
hakespeare,

etc.),
w

ho
have

used
the

rhym
ing

couplet
before

her
and

since.
H

er
satire’s

evangelical
ingenuity

is
no

less
obvious

in
the

poem
’s

o
p
en

in
g

line,
as

w
h

eatley
P

eters
low

ercases
m

ercy
and

capitalizes
P

agan,

reversing
readers’

expectation
th

at
she

give
deference

to
th

at
w

hich
is

holy
and

denigrate
th

at
w

hich
is

degenerate.
w

h
eatley

P
eters

know
s

th
at

ships
w

ith
such

ironic
nam

es
as

M
ercy’, E

speranza,
and

the
G

ood
S

hip
Jesus

displaced
A

fricans
th

ro
u

g
h

o
u

t
the

W
estern

diaspora,
and

she
know

s
the

ironic
source

of
her

ow
n

nam
e.

A
t

the
sam

e
tim

e,
she

u
n
d
erstan

d
s

th
at

the
C

hristian
G

od
she

has
com

e
to

em
brace

in
A

m
erica

is
as

integral
to

her
literary

success
as

the
pagan

gods
w

ho
w

ill
be

useful
for

her
poem

’s

argum
ents.

F
or

exam
ple,

A
urora

recurs
as

a
stand-in

m
etap

h
o
r

for
both

the
pagan

G
reek

goddess
and

sym
bolic

reclam
ation

of
the

Islam
ic

p
rac

tice
W

heatley
P

eters
likely

knew
in

S
enegam

bia
of

praying
at

d
u
sk

and

daw
n

in
the

direction
of

the
sun.

She
references

A
urora

in
m

any
poem

s,

often
linking

her
to

the
m

o
th

er
from

w
hom

she
w

as
taken,

w
hom

she

can
n
o
t

nam
e

in
the

patriarchal
society

th
at

governs
her

verse.
A

s
she

plays
to

h
erw

h
ite

audience
of

benefactors
and

fans, w
ho

are
o
v
erw

h
elm

ingly
C

hristian,
she

w
inks

at
those

in
her

audience,
then

and
now

,
w

ho

know
the

pagan
A

frican
p
an

th
eo

n
s

she
dare

not
nam

e.

T
hus,

in
the

closing
lines

of
h
er

m
ost

canonized
poem

,
w

h
eatley

P
eters

protests
the

degradation
to

w
hich

A
frican

A
m

ericans
have

been

subjected
by

those
w

hites
professing

faith-based
values

and,
like

T
erry

P
rince,

fram
es

a
reviled

(black)
person’s

violence
u
n
d
er

the
auspices

of

the
divine.

“S
om

e
view

our
sable

race
w

ith
scornful

eye,
/

‘T
heir

colour

is
a

diabolic
die.’

/ R
em

em
ber,

C
hristians,

N
C

gT
O

S.
black

as
C

ain.
‘M

ay
be

refin’d,
and

join
th’

angelic
train”

(lines
6—

8).
If

A
fricans

in
the

A
m

ericas
m

u
st

bear
the

phenotypic
m

ark
and

curse
of

the
B

ible’s
first

m
urderer,

they
m

u
st

also
carry

his
legacy.

In
G

od’s
p

u
n

ish
m

en
t

of
C

ain,
he

w
as

forced
to

toil
the

earth
w

here
he

h
ad

killed
his

brother,
A

bel;
how

ever,
anyone

w
ho

h
arm

ed
C

ain
w

ould
be

p
u
n

ish
ed

seven
tim

es
m

ore
than

he.
W

heatley’s
invocation

of
C

ain’s
legacy

in
the

closing
couplet

n
o
t

only
states

w
hat

should
be

obvious
to

evangelicals—
that

all
w

ho
acceptJesus

C
hrist

as
S

avior
should

have
access

to
heaven—

but
also

w
arns

racist,
abusive

slaveholders
th

at
their

m
istreatm

en
t

oftheir
A

frican
kindred

w
ill

not
escape

G
od’s

(and
their

captives’)
retrib

u
tio

n
.

In
this

w
ay,ty

p
o
g
rap

h
ical

play
th

ro
u
g
h
o
u
t

P
oem

s
on

V
arious

S
ubjects,

R
eligious

an
d

M
oral

p
ro

vides
a

book-length
foundation

for
the

A
frican

A
m

erican
kw

eer’s
elegiac

p
ro

test
trad

itio
n
.

Indeed,
as

T
erry

P
rince’s

h
au

n
tin

g
ballad

m
akes

clear,
this

kw
eer’s

roots
in

the
quare

are
inextricable

from
radical

violence
an

d
m

ercy
th

at
evolved

to
constellate

subtle
exegetical

and
sociopolitical

critiques
in

the
late

eig
h
teen

th
century

th
ro

u
g
h

spirituals
such

as
“S

om
etim

es,
I

Feel
L

ike
a

M
otherless

C
hild”

and
“H

ush.
S

om
ebody’s

C
alling

M
y

N
am

e.”
T

hese
songs,

passed
from

griot
to

griot,
form

ed
a

sonic
narrative

arc
th

at
com

plicated
the

false
w

ritten
narratives

of
A

frican
slaves

as
happy

p
articip

an
ts

in
the

chattel
system

,
setting

the
record

straight,
m

aking
clear

th
at

not
only

w
ere

they
victim

s
w

hose
fam

ilies
are

irreparably
d
am

aged
but

also
spiritual

atavists
w

ho
have

the
A

lm
ighty

G
od

of
the

Jew
s

on
their

side.T
his

opaque
arc

cam
e

into
fuller

focus
w

hen
W

heatley
P

eters’s
P

oem
s

on
V

arious
S

ubjects,
R

eligious
an

d
M

oral
expanded

the
exegetical

in
terv

en
tio

n
s

th
ro

u
g
h

w
hich

she
and

o
th

er
black

fem
ale

exegetes
ch

al
lenged

C
alvinist

P
uritanism

’s
racism

and
m

isogynoir,
highlighting

the
divine’s

care
for

those
the

C
hristian

B
ible

seem
s

to
m

ark
as

“pagan”!
C

ain’s
spaw

n!nigger/queer.
W

hile
the

problem
atics

of
an

atavistic
and

“m
agical

N
egro’

trope
are

not
lost

to
m

e,
I

find
recent

scholarly
and

creative
reclam

ations
of

black
g
irl

m
a
g
ic

an
encouraging

d
ev

elo
p
m

en
t”

T
hese

scholars
u
n
d
erstan

d
th

at
black

w
om

en
should

be
exalted

as
p
ro

genitors
not

only
of

liberation
theology

b
u

t
also

of
a

long
arc

of
protest,

rooted
in

the
quare,voiced

in
a

freedom
k’w

eer
th

at
co

n
tin

u
es

to
preach

a
gospel

of
righteous

in
d

ictm
en

t
and

divine
m

ercy
am

id
m

o
u
rn

in
g

all
th

at
chattel

slavery
and

colonialism
have

left
in

their
w

ake.
T

his
critical

kw
eer’s

m
o
th

ers
are

the
m

eans
th

ro
u
g
h

w
hich

w
e

can
atten

u
ate

the
virulence

of
the

w
hite

su
p

rem
acist

gaze
such

th
at

the

3
0

S
O

U
T

H
t

V
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L
U

M
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L
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N
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M
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E
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self-affirm
ing

pow
er

ofan
A

frican
diasporic

consciousness
can

be
m

in
e
i

T
hey

include
the

operatic
soprano

lilt
of

E
lizabeth

T
aylor-G

reenfleld,

M
aria

S
elika

W
illiam

s,
M

atilde
S

issiererta
Jones,

L
eontyne

P
rice,

and
all

w
ho

have
follow

ed;
the

bluesy
m

oans
of M

a
R

ainey,
E

thel
W

aters,
and

the

S
m

ith
trio

(M
am

ie,
B

essie,
and

C
lara);

the
offbeat

scats
of

B
illie

H
oliday,

E
lla

F
itzgerald,

and
their

jazz
progeny;

the
stirring

gospel
and

rollicking

rock
of

C
lara

w
ard

,
M

ahalia
Jackson,

B
ig

M
am

a
T

h
o
rto

n
,

and
R

osetta

T
harpe,

and
all

the
divas

they
inspired,

w
hose

scale-bending
belting

invented
and

innovated
A

m
erican

popular
m

usic
and

culture,
including

D
ionne

W
arw

ick,
A

retha
F

ranklin,
D

iana
R

oss,
R

oberta
F

lack,
M

innie

R
iperton,

T
ina

T
urner,

D
onna

S
um

m
er,

G
ladys

K
night,

P
atti

L
aB

elle,

W
hitney

H
ouston,

M
ariah

C
arey,

and
B

eyoncd;
the

m
ultifarious,

d
is

ruptive
hustle

and
flow

th
at

hip-hop’s
S

alt-n-P
epa,

Q
ueen

L
atifah,

M
.

C.

L
yte,

L
auryn

H
ill,

M
issy

E
lliot,

and
L

il
1Cm

torqued
and

freaked,
m

atting

w
ay,

m
ost

recently,
for

the
quare

to
b
irth

a
new

w
ave

of
trap

gospel
and

sex
positivity

in
the

bars
th

at
N

icki
M

inaj,
Janelle

M
onad,

M
egan

T
hee

S
tallion,

and
C

ardi
B

have
brought,

alongside
an

aw
akening

o
fw

o
m

an
ist

praise
of

living
legends

and
ancestors

on
A

m
erican

and
A

frican
soil

in

the
verses

of
R

apsody.”
T

hankfully,
there

are
far

too
m

any
to

nam
e.

T
his

vast
k
w

eer’s
m

erciful
w

onder
aw

aits.

N
O

T
E

S

1
D

u
B

ois
w

as
o

rp
h

an
ed

at
sixteen

w
hen

his
single

m
other,

M
ary

sylvina

B
urghardt,

died.
See

D
arkw

ater,
particularly

the
essay

“T
he

D
am

n
atio

n
of

B
lack

W
om

en”
and

the
poem

succeeding
it,

C
h

ild
ren

of
the

M
oon,”

in
w

hich

he
offers

a
so

b
erin

g
in

d
ictm

en
t
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