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Anaïs Duplan

Photography: Emily Fishman



30

 “I had a conversation with Fred Moten earlier this summer where we talked about in-

dividuation,” I said. “Fred was talking about how individuation imposes upon the black body.” 

I recalled anxiously meandering around suburban Ithaca with my cell phone against my ear, 

trying to keep my nervousness about talking to Moten in check. That scene was not unlike the 

current one, in which I alternated between trying to sit still and pacing around my apartment, 

Nathaniel Mackey on the other line. 

 “In the preface to Blue Fasa,” I said, “you talk about Baraka’s liner notes for The New 

Wave in Jazz, where he writes: New Black Music is this: Find the self  then kill it. Where do we 

find the black self  and then how do we kill it?” 

 Mackey is one of  Moten’s mentors. On the phone Moten insisted, after I told him that 

I planned to interview Mackey next, that Nate could say everything he could say, only better. 

Given the sizeable followings each of  these figures has developed over the years––both of  

them scholars as much as they are poets––it’s powerful to think of  the intimacy between them. 

Nate answered me slowly and steadily. 

 “In the course of  getting to the point where you can play free music, you have to find 

yourself. You have to find out what your sound is.” For Mackey, self  and sound are analogous––

one the internal counterpart to the external other. For each self, there is a particular sound, 

which each person has to practice discovering on the way to discovering oneself. “You have 

to find what it is, where it is, and how to get it out, and how to translate it through a horn or a 

piano or a bass––whatever––which you likely call ‘technology,’” he explained.

 What are the uses of  technology when trying to articulate a self, given that that self  

is in some ways, impossible to render fully in any verbal or musical language? Or, as Mackey 

states this question, “How do you technologize yourself ? How do you get out a version that at 

least approximates that self  and, at the same time, registers your refusal to be satisfied that you 

have properly and authoritatively, or with some finality, articulated that self ?” The inability of  

language to fully speak to the intricacies of  any given self  are part and parcel of  the process of  

trying to use that same language to give sound to that self. The inherent incapacity of  language, 

then, is a tool with which to also register a refusal to be articulated. Trying to articulate, while 

also refusing to articulate, is that two-part and paradoxical process that results from Baraka’s call 

to find the self, then kill it. 
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 “There was tumult among black folks during that period––this is around the mid-six-

ties––that had come out of  the Civil Rights Movement,” continued Mackey. “One of  the things 

that that involved was looking at the self  that you had and coming to see that it had been fash-

ioned by social relations that we wanted to obliterate. The whole regime of  white supremacy 

and the social mores and instructions and folkways that kept that in place. You had to look at 

the extent to which you were compliant with that shaping. The self  that you had found yourself  

to be was, in some way, a creation of  that regime. Killing it would mean fashioning a new self  

that would be in conflict with that regime and that wants to bring about the destruction of  that 

regime.”

 In The Death of  Rhythm and Blues, Nelson George writes about the question of  as-

similation versus self-sufficiency as a primary strategy for empowerment for American blacks. 

For George, both are necessary, “but only assimilation, the strategy that dilutes the racial power 

bloc in exchange for an American identity of  dubious rewards, has dominated the thinking of  

most black Americans.” If  this is true, it’s worth asking why––just as it’s worth asking whether 

things have changed since George made this assessment in 1988, sixteen years before the advent 

of  Facebook.

 New technologies, like social media, purport to help us better apprehend and navigate 

our environments, expand the range and depth of  both our sensory and social experiences, 

exert force, execute tasks.  “Every technological change begins with a spiritual revelation,” said 

Nate. “It seems to me that one of  the questions that you’re asking is: what are the spiritual rev-

elations brought out by the technologies that we’re dealing with?” 

 On the one hand, social media affords everyone a sympathetic audience. For many 

disenfranchised people, this may be an entirely novel experience, allowing new kinds of  com-

munications, admissions, confessions, and catharses for those who have been societally silenced. 

These novel utterances increase the possibility for communication within communities in the 

way that encoded lyrics and songs have served as a way for black people to safely communicate 

with each other in hostile surroundings. What these communications on their own can’t prevent, 

however, is the way that they are decoded and categorized by other agents in those hostile sur-

roundings. 

 The music industry’s categorization of  black music as “race music,” for instance, de-



32

risively emphasized the differences between black and white musicians’ work. The term was 

replaced by an alternate classification, “rhythm and blues,” between 1948-49 by major labels 

such as Billboard, after independent labels had already begun to make the switch. By the time 

that large music industry players revisited their language, however, “the idea of  segregating the 

music of  black performers had become well ingrained within the American psyche,” writes 

Lawrence Redd in “Rock! It’s Still Rhythm and Blues.” 

 The matter of  whether historic segregation of  black and white cultural production is 

a result of––or whether it’s led to––continuing xenophobia is a frustrating chicken-or-the-egg 

question. As the musician Mal Devisa said to me over Skype in the winter of  2014, “We are 

socialized and brought up in ways that reinforce that our way of  life is the right way and we 

should be afraid of  anything else.” She was in Amherst and I was in Iceland. She continued: 

We should fear being alone. We should fear god. Those ideas tie into why it’s easier for us to re-
ject people that don’t look like us [. . .] I think of  the fear of  losing control to someone else and 
why that is, in particular, a fear that some people of  color, women, and people with disabilities 
harbor, sometimes for life. 
 
I think of  the restriction one feels when they are given options to reach and expand out of  their 
comfort zone and the crippling fear that they will  be rejected or confused or embarrassed, so 
they don’t budge. 

The fear of  the unknown can be a big part of  life and can either propel you forward or abso-
lutely tie you down [. . .] When music is involved, this idea of  not knowing is incredible [. . .] 
Music is a vessel in which we  reconstruct ourselves and are able to see ourselves as something 
more than afraid, more than a human in danger of  losing control.

 To this day, the music industry’s classification schema carries on the practical segrega-

tion of  musics, done today more covertly than in the 1960s and 70s through ‘deracialized’ genre 

classifications. What remains the same is an ongoing felt need amongst white cultural agents 

to negotiate the presence of  black artists in a largely white cultural framework. This has led to 

conflict between black and white cultural producers in the competition over large-scale institu-

tional and corporate recognition. Protesting the music industry’s genre classification system, for 

example, a group of   black recording artists left the 1972 Grammy Awards ceremony. They felt 

that white artists were receiving awards that would have been given to black artists were not pop 

and rock de facto white genres and soul and rhythm ‘n’ blues de facto black genres. 
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 Despite ongoing conflict, black cultural workers have continued to fight for recognition 

on and through mainstream broadcast and entertainment media. Martin Luther King was speak-

ing to a society that had begun to accept black radio disc jockeys’ presence in popular broadcast 

media when he addressed the National Association of  Television and Radio Announcers in 

1967, eighteen years after the start of  the first black-owned radio station, WERD, on which the 

first words spoken were, “Good morning, Atlanta. We’re here.” King states:

. . . and in a real sense you [black radio announcers] have paved the way for social and political 
change by creating a powerful cultural bridge between black and white. School integration is 
much easier now that they [pupils] share  a common music, a common language, and enjoy the 
same dances. You introduced youth to that music and created the language of  soul and promot-
ed the dance which now sweeps across race, class and nation. 

It is quite amazing to me to hear the joyful rhythms, which I found time to  enjoy as a youth 
here in Atlanta years ago, coming back across the Atlantic with an English accent, or to see the 
Senator Javits and the Senators Kennedy lost in the dances which we created. 
 
Yes, you have taken the power which Old Sam has buried deep in his soul and through amazing 
technology have performed a cultural conquest that surpasses even that of  Alexander the Great 
and culture of  classical Greece.

 Notwithstanding King’s optimism about the overall cultural impact of  black radio, the 

racialized categorization of  black and white––or more broadly, insider and outsider––cultural 

production has caused many contemporary black artists to show an aversion to classification 

in general. In his interview with DAZED reporter Chal Ravens, electronic musician Actress 

describes his love of  dancing to music that had an ‘in-betweenness’ to it as a young boy. “The 

music I was into was new jack swing, music where you really had to break your body. So (clicks 

fingers) I just feel that, you know, and the sort of  in-between-ness of  it. I’m never (clicks fingers 

steadily). I’m always finding those gaps that are in between.” 

 In the same interview, Actress also details his interest in the ‘outsider artist’ James 

Hampton and the artwork that Hampton created privately in a rented carriage house over the 

course of  fourteen years, The Throne of  the Third Heaven of  the Nations’ Millennium General 

Assembly. “I think black people are much more protective about what they do than other artists, 

and I definitely feel that way,” said Cunningham on Hampton, who died of  stomach cancer in 

1964. Shortly after his death, Meyer Wertlieb, Hampton’s landlord, found the Throne in his ga-
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rage. Wertleib also found Hampton’s notebooks and the notes he’d written on the walls of  the 

garage. Eventually, Wertlieb remitted the sculpture to the Smithsonian American Art Museum, 

where it remains today, in the Folk and Self-Taught Art collection.

 Artistic classifications form a part of  the larger battle over popular language, which is 

itself  part of  a battle over who is ‘inside’ and who is ‘outside.’ One difference between outsider 

and insider artists (though no one ever calls them “insider artists”) is that cultural writers tend 

to talk about outsider artists’ handling of  and access to their materials with a certain amount of  

bewilderment. Indeed, the creative processes of  outsider artists can be surprising, but only if  

compared to the behaviors of  a relatively normative non-artist human beings––not so much if  

compared those processes of  traditionally skilled, professional artists. 

 Cultural critic Casey Cep, whose writing on bigotry in the Deep South in the time of  

Harper Lee appears in the New Yorker and in a forthcoming book for Knopf, creates a pictur-

esque story about Hampton’s life and the construction of   the Throne:

 
The ebullient, elaborate sculpture is made from aluminum foil and light bulbs, cardboard boxes 
and coffee cans, jelly jars and wood scraps. Hampton scavenged some materials from the trash 
bins of  the G.S.A. and salvaged others from around the city, hauling discarded furniture in a 
child’s wagon and collecting foil anywhere he could, including the wine bottles and cigarette   
packs of  strangers.

When the night was as deep as a well, Hampton would go to the garage to  glue, staple, tape, 
and tack his treasures together. A few 500-watt bulbs hung from the ceiling, bringing light to 
the darkness of  his workspace, and, piece-by-piece, the 180 objects of  Hampton’s masterpiece 
came to occupy almost 300 square feet. 

The center throne itself  is seven-feet tall, its foundation an old armchair with a red cushion. 
Flanking it are dozens of  ambos and altars, crowns, lecterns, tablets, and winged pulpits—like 
Isaiah’s vision of  the Lord enthroned, even the wings have wings.

 Cep’s description has, to my ear, an undertone of  exploitation. Beginning with a literary 

cliché––the deep and dark night––as the setting, Cep evokes a harried and maniacal Hampton 

who works to prepare  for the Second Coming of  the Lord. The unnecessarily superlative rhet-

oric of  the “masterpiece” in Cep’s reconstruction dramatizes the existential conditions of  both 

the Throne and its maker. Cultural critics often portray outsider artists as extreme figures in this 

manner, as if  their informal and yet dedicated participation in artistic creation constituted an 

extenuating circumstance. 
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 As Cep notes in  her article, “Cracking the Code of  James Hampton’s Private Language,” 

art writers have struggled with how to interpret the works of  outsider artists, whose capacity 

to carry out artistic intentions is fundamentally called into question. Hampton’s Throne wasn’t 

“a work of  symbolism, but a literal readying for the Second Coming,” writes Cep. “Hampton’s 

work exists in that ambiguous category of  outsider art, a comfortable term for collectors and 

curators, but an uncomfortable one for many who believe these artists are either deranged or 

devout. What little we know about Hampton’s sense of  vocation is known only through his writ-

ings, most of  which are written in a private language.” Cep stops short of  questioning whether 

collectors’ and curators’ own private language is causing at least some of  the discomfort she 

points out. 

 The impoverishment of  the art establishment and its language is a function of  its fail-

ure to speak gracefully about outsider figures. In a more general sense,  it illustrates the inability 

of  the common language to conceive of  outsiders as equals. This is demonstrated most acutely 

in the social lexicon surrounding “the black body.” The necessity for such a dehumanized phras-

ing is, to my mind, a sign of  severe structural turbulence in the common language and imagina-

tion. In The Black Dancing Body: A Geography from Coon to Cool, Brenda Dixon Gottschild 

writes:
 
We have created constructs that subliminally or consciously [ . . .] drive our actions and reactions 
along racialized pathways. Black dance is one of  these constructs. Taking this line of  thinking a 
step further, the black dancing body exists as a social construct, not a scientific fact. However, 
this phantom body, just like the phantom concept of  a black or white race, has been effective 
in shaking and moving, shaping and reshaping, American (and now global) cultural production 
for centuries. It has been courted and scorned, an object of  criticism and ridicule as well as a 
subject of  praise and envy.

 The black body dancing, singing, moving is and isn’t a social construct––and when 

dancer Niv Acosta twerks once for each death of  a black person at the hands of  police in 2015 

in the performance, “One Thousand Twerks.” The black body shaking and thriving is a reality 

to dwell in—a reality that is neither present nor past, but one that comes about by way of  the 

performance of  a future-point when that body is beyond both construction and abstraction. In 

order to experience such a future, you must go with the black body/artwork to the realm into 

which it is attempting to project you. You must leave your present self  and take up your future 

self, which has always been you. office being “closed.”
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  I saw Anaïs Duplan read as part of  Brooklyn Poets reading series last November. 

What caught my attention right away was that they didn’t pause in between their poems. Du-

plan read from their 2017 chapbook, Mount Caramel & The Blood of  Panassus, which opens 

with an essay: “A Love Song to Dean Blunt in Three Parts.”

 Although I heard Duplan read that night, I didn’t introduce myself. I wasn’t ready. 

Their reading style and work and confidence behind a microphone and in front of  an audience 

impressed me, as there was an innate bravado that was balanced by an honesty and humility, 

which drew me in. Why pause in between poems if  you don’t want to? Why explain where 

each poem that you present came from if  you’d rather not?  

 Although I didn’t hear Duplan read “A Love Song to David Blunt in Three Parts that 

evening,” I purchased their chapbook a few months later, and the essay pulled me in right 

away. One passage in particular I would have underlined again and again, save the fact that the 

essay appears on black paper, and is made up of  white words, which is a statement in and of  

itself, and also prevents an underline. Even so: 

“If, as a person of  color, you say yes to the projections of  white culture, then you negate 
your self  worth, even your existence. If  you say no, then you exist as an oppositional idea, yo 
become the “no.” This is as opposed to the situation where, if  you were to say yes, you would 
affirm your self  worth and if  you said no, deny it . . . [I]n a world where, as a marginalized 
person, I must choose self-worth by saying no rather than yes, there is always somewhere else 
–––– the majority of  social spaces, in fact ––– where I exist as the antithesis of  who I claim to 
be. As such, we have to look at the extent to which it’s possible to oppose white culture from 
inside of  it, given that one’s participation in it is demanded, at least in part, in order to obtain  
and maintain one’s citizenship in society.

 One month later and in response to Duplan’s invitation, I found myself  seated in the 

front row of  a talk on Afrosurealism at Independent Curators International, on Broadway in 

Manhattan, just north of  Canal Street. That evening with a clarity and certainty that I had not 

experienced before, I felt my sense of  self  expand, and came across answers to questions that 

I hadn’t even asked myself  about the African American experience in this country. Following 

the talk, without a doubt, I knew that it would truly be an honor to publish Duplan’s work 

within these pages. 

 “New Black Music is This” in some ways is an extension of  “A Love Song to Da-

vid Blunt in Three Parts,” which you should read. And while both hold more than their own 
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weight, and capture the heart and mind of  their readers in unique ways; neither essay exists 

completely on its own, and separate from the work of  the great minds of  black artists and 

writers and musicians who have come before.

 So when Emily Fishman and I sat down with Duplan this past July, it just made sense 

that we would move toward and away, and toward once more the idea and the fact that the 

creative process cannot and does not exist in a vacuum; where one artist, and specifically, one 

artist of  color, is entirely separate from all other work that has come before. 

 That afternoon I asked Duplan about the word Legacy, and she responded by intro-

ducing and suggesting the word Lineage. “In the context of  black cultural production, there’s 

a premium placed on the idea that a work must be totally original and novel, and unlike any-

thing anyone has ever seen before. But really, who holds themselves to that standard? It relates 

with the misconception that black people are supposed to be the factory of  the new, all of  the 

time ––– new new, new ––– cool, cool, cool cool, cool. And so I think it would be meaningful 

to consider lineage and legacy more often. We don’t have to start from scratch every time.”

            
         -Isaac Myers III

PHOTOGRAPHY - EMILY FISHMAN.
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Isaac: When did you start playing tennis? 

Anaïs: I started playing tennis when I was 
ten. Then I kept going through middle 
school and high school, then I stopped. I 
don’t play anymore, but it’s a great sport. I 
still maintain that tennis is the only sport 
that I’ll happily watch, and play. 

Isaac: What do you like about it?

Anaïs: I like that you can be on a team, but 
the individual game is up to you, or you 
and your partner if  you’re playing doubles. 
You still get to be an individual, but your 
success is not solitary. It matters along with 
other successes or failures, and so you can 
have a cumulative victory.  

Isaac: I get that. 

Anaïs: But my roommate was just playing 
FIFA, so I’ve been thinking about soccer. 
On a soccer team, for example, it’s not that 
way necessarily, because as an individual 
you could succeed, or play quite well, but 
you couldn’t have what would constitute as 
an individual win. 

Isaac: So you appreciate the clear demarca-
tions of  who won and lost. 

Anaïs: Yes! I won. 

Isaac: And you guys lost, right?

Anaïs: And yet you still get to be on a 
team, it’s amazing.

Isaac: I played briefly, in middle school, but 
it’s a great game, mostly because so much 
of  it is mental. 

Anaïs: Totally. I found that the hardest part 
for me was always keeping my mind in 
check. 

Isaac: Sure. 

Anaïs: If  your mind is like, “Oh, I need to 
win it. Don’t fuck it up,” then it’s over. 

Isaac: Has playing tennis informed your work 
in anyway, or have you seen any connections? 

Anaïs: That’s a great question. I’ve never 
thought about this. I was more intense about 
tennis when I was in elementary school 
than when I was in high school. When I was 
younger I would play in tournaments. And at 
one point I had this coach who I would train 
with individually, even when I wasn’t part of  a 
team, and he would say, “What you learn well, 
you never forget.” I think that has stuck with 
me more than anything . . . and maybe this 
is larger than writing, but I think a lot about 
what it means to acquire something, in terms 
of  knowledge or skill, and what it means to 
do something well, so that it becomes a part 
of  you. 

Isaac: So that it’s always yours. 

Anaïs: So that it’s always yours. Sometimes 
you read something and it sticks for a long 
time, and you keep thinking about over and 
over. And then there’s plenty of  other work 
that you read, but then afterwards it’s totally 
gone. Maybe it’s still there, and percolating, 
but it’s not on your conscious mind. 

It’s fascinating. There are a lot of  situations 
that you go into where you’re expecting to 
learn, for instance, when you go to a class, 
or when you’re at your job and your boss is 
explaining something to you -––– situations 
where you’re in a state of  mind where you’re 
willing to take in new knowledge. I think a lot 
about what it would mean to walk around all 
of  the time expecting to learn, and what that 
would look like or feel like internally for me.

Isaac: I think it could be a little exhausting. 

Anaïs: Exhausting, right. And there would be 
a hard limit to how far you could go with it, 
or else you would overload, and you wouldn’t 
be able to actually sustain it. 

Emily: You’ve heard of  the concept of  begin-
ner’s mind, in Buddhism? Where, essentially 
to me, it’s as if  you think of  everything as if  
you’re just a child seeing it for the first time. 
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And that can take a little bit of  the edge off  
of  the overwhelm, but it would still be you 
walking outside, looking at everything, and 
just imagining what the possibilities are. 

Anaïs: Exactly. And could you do that even, 
and what would that look like? Now I’m 
going on a mega mental tangent ––– now I’m 
thinking about parallel universes. 

Isaac: How so?

Anaïs: The idea of  other possible worlds, and 
an infinite number of  other possible worlds. 
For instance, in another possible world, ev-
erything is exactly the same, but you’re hold-
ing that cup in your left hand instead of  your 
right. And that in another possible world, 
Emily is interviewing me, and you’re taking 
pictures, but everything else is the same. 

Isaac: And these things are happening now? 

Anaïs: Yes. Simultaneously with what’s hap-
pening now ––– I’m just thinking about the 
idea that all of  these other possibility realms 
exist parallel to our present reality. 

Isaac: What made you think of  that? 

Anaïs: Something about the idea of  walking 
around and imagining all of  the possibilities, 
and thinking about Beginner’s Mind and the 
overwhelm. 

[Isaac switches the cup in his right hand from 
his right to his left.]

Anaïs: Exactly! And in another world, you 
have two cups!

Isaac: That’s funny. So just to move away 
from parallel universes for now ––– we can 
always go back to them, you had mentioned 
in a different interview that when you were 
first getting into poetry, there was a poetry 
class that you wanted to get in to, and you 
didn’t have anything, so you went home and 
threw some work together and just submitted 
it, and then found out that you got in. What 
was that like? Or what was the beginning of  

your relationship with poetry like for you? 

Anaïs: It was definitely the beginning of  
conscious poetry for me. Before that I 
had had a blog that I would write notes 
on, which retrospectively could have been 
poems. 

Isaac: Is it still up?

Anaïs: If  it is then it needs to not be.

Isaac: How old were you, when was this? 

Anaïs: Maybe from sixteen onwards. But 
essentially, before I took that first poetry 
class, I was a visual arts person. I had gone 
to art school, and had dropped out of  art 
school, and then gone back to school, but 
still as a visual arts major at a different 
school, but just felt like it wasn’t the right 
fit, and I wanted to try something else. 
I went through these notes that I had, 
and put them together in such a way that 
seemed to reflect what I thought a poem 
was at the time. 

It’s funny to think about what I thought 
a poem was, because the pieces that I 
was working from were probably already 
poems, but then I reworked them into 
what I thought would be considered “real” 
poems. When I moved to Vermont one of  
my neighbors was the poet Mary Ruefle 
but I had no idea who she was. She was 
just this nice neighbor who I would hang 
out with. Later on, as I continued writing, 
eventually I showed some of  my work to 
Mary, and asked her whether she could 
write me a letter of  recommendation.  

Isaac: This was after you found out that 
she was a poet? 

Anaïs: After, yes. But we had been friends 
for a half-a-year at this point. She would 
buy my dog Chester stuffed animals every 
week and bring them for him to play with 
in this little creek in the backyard there. 
I showed her a few poems, and she said, 
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A BELL GOES OFF.
What I got out of getting into the ring at Gleason’s. 

Story: Ashley Glass
Photography: Emily Fishman

“Holy shit, these are really good. They’re 
baby poems.” I think she said something like, 
“I’m looking forward to when you let go of  
what you think poems should do.”

Isaac: That has a way of  sticking with you. 

Anaïs: Exactly. It was as if  she were saying, 
“This is good, but you don’t have to wor-
ry about ‘poetry,’ just relax into it.” Which 
I think was the greatest advice that I ever 
receive about poetry. 

Isaac: And then how much longer was it that 
you were teaching poetry classes at Colum-
bia?

Anaïs: About two and a half  years later. 

Isaac: That’s pretty quickly then, in the big 
scheme of  things? 

Anaïs: I’ve actually never thought about those 
two points connecting with each other. 

Isaac: So eventually, you must have sold your-
self  to yourself  as a poet?

Anaïs: I did. And I think that had first of  all 
to do with the fact that the feeling that I got 
while writing a poem was the feeling that I 
had always been searching for in arts school, 
with creating. When I wrote a poem I felt this 
rush and connection with what I was doing, 
and this sense of  expansion, and I would 
think, “This is amazing! I’ve always wanted to 
feel this way.” 

Shortly after that first poetry workshop at 
Bennington, I went to the Bucknell Seminar 
for Younger Poets, which I think they’ve 
since changed the name of, and I was in a 
cohort of  other people who had been calling 
themselves poets, and who were already in 
that world. Just being among them did that 
for me -–– it allowed me to think, “I’m quite 
like these other people, and we share this 
thing, so I might as well be a poet.” 

Isaac: What were you doing in Vermont? 

Anaïs: I was going to college. I went to 

Bennington College. And so I had started 
at the Rhode Island School of  Design 
(RISD) I left RISD, took a year off, and 
went to Bennington. I liked Bennington 
because it didn’t have majors, which was in 
a lot of  ways the opposite of  RISD. 

At Bennington, even though they don’t 
force you to pick a major, they give you 
lots of  support, and they give you three or 
four faculty members who stay with you 
the whole time. They make sure that you’re 
on track, but you’re really guiding what 
you’d like to study––and if  you go off  
track then they’ll just say, “No, reconsider.”

Isaac: “You could do that but it would be 
wrong.”

Anaïs: Yes. Or more like, “You could try 
to study that, but we don’t offer that here, 
and you’d have to transfer.” People would 
think things like, “I’d like to study astro-
nauts and dance.” And they would just 
kindly say, “Reel it in. How about earth 
dance?”

Isaac: That’s funny, because it says a lot 
about creativity ––– and this idea of  
putting things together that would seem 
“creative,”  and fun to put together, but 
might not be all that useful. 

Anaïs: I’m interested in systems, and art 
work that emerges out of  very systematic 
processes. You have to be connected with 
the actual act of  creating. You can’t just set 
up a machine and let it go. 

For instance, this past weekend at Pioneer 
Works they had a conference, “Software 
for Artists,” and the keynote speaker was 
this artist/technologist who had set up a 
system where she was behind a surveil-
lance camera that she had installed in your 
home, as an alternate form of  the smart 
home bot –––– so not Alexa, but “Lau-
ren.” Lauren is a real person who is watch-
ing you through a camera. You would ask 
her, “Did you see me take my meds this 
morning?” And she might say, “Hold on. 
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Let me watch the footage.” 

Isaac: So if  you asked her something then 
she would Google things for you?

Anaïs: She could Google things, but she 
could also help people make lunch. I find 
that fascinating ––– as an art piece. 

Isaac: It is. And it makes me think of  
creative and forms, as you were saying, 
because we need the forms, in some ways, 
in order to be creative, and so with that art 
piece, clearly it’s someone who is drawing 
from a technology that already exists, but 
it’s made interesting because the same 
form is being carried out by an actual 
human being. But the whole thing exists 
because Alexa is a thing, and there’s a form 
that people already recognize, and then it 
becomes its own creation, because there’s a 
literal real human being behind it. 

Anaïs: She had this other piece, called 
“Follower,” ––– it’s intensely creepy, and 
I’m still trying to process how I feel about 
it. , You would download this app and 
you would answer two questions: (1) Why 
do you want to be followed; and (2) Why 
should I follow you?

You wait an indeterminate period of  time, 
and then one day you receive an alert that 
says, “You are now being followed.” And 
Lauren is surreptitiously just out of  your 
view, but is following you all day. She walks 
a little behind you on your way to work, 
and she’ll take pictures of  you . . . 

Emily: That’s awesome. 

Anaïs: I think you can sign up for this still. 
Then at the end of  the day you would get 
a picture of  you that she had taken, and 
a note that would say, “You are no longer 
being followed.” 

Isaac: Nice. It’s taking this concept “fol-
low,” that social media has in some ways hi-
jacked, and is allowing you to think, “Well, 
actually, do you really want that? Do you 

really want to be followed?”

Anaïs: Exactly. Do you want me to follow 
you? Here I go! I’m behind you!

Isaac: Right. Because now the term is used so 
casually, “Follow me on so and so”  but with 
that piece it sounds more like, “Well, if  you 
really want that, we can make it happen.”

________________________

[We pause. Water break.]

________________________

Isaac:  So what’s been on your mind, what 
have you been thinking about? 

Anaïs: Well, I guess I was talking about Black-
space, right.

Isaac: A little bit.

Anaïs: A little bit. At this point, the manu-
script is done and is now going through the 
revision process. I started out with this very 
ambitious project of  writing about liberation 
––– the idea of  liberation from an individual 
point of  view, from a societal point of  view, 
and also from a universal or existential point 
of  view. But then I thought that would be a 
tome, and I couldn’t really write that book. I 
had to narrow the idea down, and I thought, 
What are the aspects of  this question that I’m 
actually interested in?

Isaac: In terms of  the question of  liberation? 

Anaïs: Yes. And what it means from those 
three perspectives. Specifically interested 
in this idea of  praxis, whether you could 
establish a praxis of  liberation for yourself, 
and what that would look like on a daily basis. 
I was specifically interested in black artists 
doing this. 

I thought that finishing the book would equal 
me feeling more free, but it actually led to me 
thinking, Now I know what I need to do in 
order to get there. And it will probably take 
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me many years, but I see the path now. 

Isaac: Seeing the path is powerful though, 
right?

Anaïs: Yes. Definitely. 

Isaac: So what are some of  the steps? If  
you don’t mind sharing. 

Anaïs: I’ve definitely been thinking about 
gender, transitioning, and gender queer-
ness. I’ve been thinking dysfunction within 
family systems.. I’ve been thinking about 
some of  the ideas that we were talking 
about at the event at the Independent Cu-
rators International on Afrosurealism that 
I invited you to. In particular, the idea that 
you and I were talking about afterwards: 
How, as black artists making work, you can 
go about making work that is interested 
in opposition, but is not defined by that 
opposition. It doesn’t need that opposition 
in order for it to be meaningful. 

Personally I’ve been thinking about recov-
ering my memories. I don’t know if  you’ve 
ever had this experience of  recovering a 
lot of  memories all at once, but this has 
been happening to me for the past couple 
of  years, but very intensely in the past few 
months ––– a flash of  a point of  my life 
that I had totally forgotten will come back 
to me. The way that I feel after recovering 
a memory is slightly more integrated than I 
felt before. 

Emily: You hope for it, too ––– you hope 
that the memory will somehow make you 
feel more whole again too . . . 

Anaïs: Exactly. There’s something about 
my life and my experience that I under-
stand more consciously than I did before 
I recovered the memory. Sometimes this 
is very painful. A lot of  these memories I 
wasn’t remembering for a good reason. It’s 
very empowering to feel like I’m in such a 
place in my life now that even these more 
traumatic memories are able to resurface, 
because I can handle them. They come up 

and I think, Oh fuck that’s really awful, but 
also, I’m okay. 

I can integrate this information now and not 
have it fuck me up. The first essay in Black-
space is thinking through and trying to re-
member back to certain liberation movements 
that have happened in history, thinking about 
this idea of  a global memory and whether 
recovering some of  these memories can then, 
in our present moment, make us feel more 
integrated as a people. The thought being, 
We’re going through this right now, it’s quite 
awful, but remember back to when this other 
thing happened? If  recovering those memo-
ries is powerful enough of  an experience for 
you, and if  you can make a powerful enough 
connection, then maybe that can mirror that 
personal experience of  the memory recovery, 
and we can grow together as a result.  

Isaac: Exactly, maybe. 

Anaïs: Right, maybe.

Emily: That somehow . . . the flow of  time is 
the same as the flow of  life experience. 

Anaïs: Yes, exactly.

Emily: If  you were like, put it all on a contin-
uum, then it would all form the same kind of  
. . . 

Anaïs: Exactly. And I think that’s the kind of  
endeavor that I’m making, in trying to write 
Blackspace. At certain points, I’ve been think-
ing, this is a history text, and then at other 
point’s I’ve thought it’s an academic text –––– 
at one point I was very deep into Leibniz and 
Spinoza. Then at other points I’ve thought, 
maybe it’s an art text. I’m not sure where it 
lands now, but my hope is that it’s somewhere 
where, as a reader you’re open to an idea but 
you also have access to your analytic mind. 

Emily: It’s investigative in nature, right?

Anaïs: Yes, exactly. 

Isaac: Wow. That’s a lot to be thinking about. 
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I guess I’m tempted to go back to what you 
said earlier about how the tennis team works, 
there’s the individual who might win his or 
her match, but even if  the one person wins, 
then that doesn’t mean that the team wins. 
So how do you get the entire like culture or 
society to win as well?

Anaïs:  I love that, actually. 

Isaac: I did my part, but you guys . . . 

Anaïs, Right! Or, conversely, maybe I had a 
bad day ––– I didn’t win, but my team still 
wins. Can I experience that as a victory? 

Isaac: I hope so.

Anaïs: I would hope so. Otherwise what’s the 
point of  being on the team? That analogy 
makes me think of  the saying, No one can be 
free until everyone’s free. 

Isaac: Or, Martin Luther King Jr.’s quote, “A 
threat to justice anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere.”

Anaïs: Yes. That the idea of  justice, or libera-
tion, or freedom is intimately connected with 
the question, what does individual liberation 
mean if  I’m surrounded by conditions of  
oppression and strife? Can I experience my 
individual freedom as a win, even if  my team 
has lost?

Isaac: I was reading through your essay, “A 
Love Song to Dean Blunt in Three Parts” 
again last night, and there was one particu-
lar passage that stuck out, and seemed quite 
relevant: “Having obligations to other people 
is part of  the beauty of  being human, there 
is no way to be fully human in isolation from 
other humanity.” 
 
Do you remember when you had that epiph-
any, or first had that thought? Maybe it wasn’t 
just one moment . . . 

Anaïs: That’s something I think about a lot. 
I was thinking about it five minutes ago, in 
response to something you said, but I don’t 

remember why. Sometimes we talk about 
ethics as things you’re supposed to do or 
ways you’re supposed to act. For instance, 
don’t eat meat, or don’t do this, and refrain 
from that –––– different restraints and 
constraints. Or alternatively, things that 
you should do ––– always say hello, for in-
stance. But I’m also interested in a version 
of  ethics that is more freeing than that. 
In order to articulate this in the way that I 
want to, I have to take a slight detour, and 
then hopefully bring things back around 
again. 

There are all types of  connections ––– for 
instance, and most immediately, the three 
of  us have a connection because we’re all 
occupying this space, and working on this 
interview and photo shoot together. But 
we could also enumerate the more obvious 
and physical connections: we all have nos-
es, we all have eyes, and we all have homes, 
presumably, yes?

Emily: Yes.

Isaac: Check.

Anaïs: But then there are also some things 
that make us the same that would be 
harder for us to articulate, right? And that 
if  we took away our noses and our eyes 
and our love of  poetry, then there would 
still be something that would connect us, 
and maybe that would be consciousness 
––– or something like consciousness.. I’m 
interested in a sort of  ethics that comes 
without effort, by virtue of  being aware of  
the things that are the same between us.  

Isaac: So what do you do with that aware-
ness?

Anaïs: Well, that’s the thing. It’s not a do-
ing. The awareness itself  is the thing that 
unifies us. It requires this sense of  trust, or 
faith that the awareness is enough.  

Emily: It’s almost like everybody makes the 
agreement that we’re going to take away 
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the noses and the arms and the legs and 
just look at this core component and the 
similarities, and not have to wade through 
the superficial, or the surface level compar-
isons.

Anaïs: Right. And if  you’re in this place of  
awareness, and I’m in this place of  aware-
ness, then trust feels like the wrong word 
too because that’s a doing. It’s more like . . . 

Isaac: It doesn’t show itself  until it’s need-
ed. 

Anaïs: Until it’s manifest, yes, exactly. I’ve 
always been really interested in this idea of  
doing and not doing ––– as a way of  life, 
as a place to be. To consistently be think-
ing, what does not doing look like now? 

Emily: When are you not doing?

Anaïs: Exactly. When am I not doing? I’m 
trying to do not doing all the time, even if  
it’s paradoxical. For instance, what is it that 
I’m doing right now? I’m talking and I’m 
doing, but I’m trying to at the same time 
have doing, or whatever is done come from 
a place of  allowing whatever is going to 
happen to happen. 

So the trust aspect relates with not doing, 
and still trusting that it’s going to be ok. 
Trust is just being there ––– you need the 
trust to get there. Once you’re there, there’s 
no trust or not trust between you and the 
other person, because you’re already in that 
space that’s been created by trust.

Emily: It’s like the conversations that just 
kind of  flow in a way . . . 

Anaïs: Exactly.

Emily: You don’t have to put any effort in. 

Anaïs: Yes.

Emily: And you can just connect on a very 
base level. 

Anaïs: Totally. The feeling of  no effort, 

and that no effort can still somehow lead to 
this very wonderful conversation.

Emily: Because it’s not about the words 
sometimes, right?

Anaïs: Right. And maybe the words are some 
of  the surface level bit that we were talking 
about, right? Which is not bad at all, it’s quite 
wonderful, but then it’s all also . . . 

Emily: It’s a means to an end if  you wanted 
to call it anything. 

Anaïs: Yes. And it’s all part of  the phenome-
nal world.

Isaac: So how do you know something has 
worked, or when a connection has been 
made?

Anaïs: What do you mean?

Isaac: If  we’re existing in this space ––– this 
space of  not doing, and it’s not about what’s 
said on the surface, but it’s about something 
deeper, then what happens when we ex-
change things, create things, and these things 
get judged and evaluated on their merit –––– 
whether it’s poetry, art, or a story. And some 
are judged as better than others, or some 
work and some don’t work, but how do you 
know when they’re working, and why is that?

Anaïs: I want to answer this in a way that 
doesn’t feel like I’m copping out of   an 
answer, but I think if  something is working, 
then it had to have come from me successful-
ly not doing it. 

For instance, when I’m writing a poem, I can 
always tell when I’m forcing and when I’m al-
lowing. I’ll sit here with a notebook and with 
my pen and just wait. I wait for an indetermi-
nate period of  time, and then a line happens. 

Things are working when I’m sitting here, 
and before I’m even conscious of  writing a 
line down I’ve written a line. Especially in 
moments when a poem starts flowing, and I 
feel as though I could take it in all of  these 
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different directions, I start to imagine, What 
kind of  poem is this going to be? If  I know 
what kind of  poem it’s going to be, or if  I 
have a preconceived idea, then I lose interest 
in the poem. I just don’t want to write it any-
more. So instead, I just wait, and I know that 
it’s working if  I can truthfully reflect in on 
myself  and say that I didn’t force the poem.

Isaac: You don’t want to get too far out in 
front of  yourself.

Anaïs: Exactly. And this happens to me 
not just writing but also walking around or 
talking or doing anything. I want to avoid 
those moments when I can see myself  acting. 
For instance, right now you’re aware that it’s 
Isaac who is sitting there, you’re also aware 
of  yourself  and your body and space, and 
you can see me, but you also have a sense of  
yourself  as well. 

And perhaps in your imagination and at the 
same time, you can also see yourself  later 
today, eating something or talking to some-
one in an hour or something like that, right? 
Your possible future selves, to an extent, are 
available to you right now. And you, as your 
current self, could choose to actualize any 
number of  those selves. For instance, you 
could think, I’m going to be Isaac who talks 
to my friend Lisa in an hour, as opposed to 
Isaac who eats pizza in an hour.

As your current Isaac self, you have a chance 
to decide. In essence you’re extending what-
ever your needs and desires and motives are 
in this moment into the future. None of  this 
is good or bad, I’m just interested in what 
these ideas mean. 

Isaac: Yes, in some ways. It makes me think 
about what athletes would call in the zone, 
and being locked in in that way, right? And 
I’m tempted to compare that idea, the idea 
of  being in the zone with where we started, 
concerning cultivating beginner’s mind. So 
my question would be, how can you be in 
beginner’s mind and also in the zone at the 
same time? And what would that feel like?

Anaïs: I think those things are the same, 
no? 

Isaac: You think so?

Anaïs: I think so. If  they’re not the same, 
then they feel very related to me, as though 
one would bring about the other. 

Isaac: I was looking at being in the zone 
and having Beginner’s Mind as being two 
different states, but I’m interested to hear 
how you think they’re the same? Maybe 
you’re right.

Anaïs: Well, now I want to hear about why 
you think they’re different. I promise to 
tell you how I think they’re the same.

Isaac: Well, to me, when you’re in the zone, 
you’re acting on and with what’s already 
known, usually through the intuition.

Anaïs: In the zone.

Isaac: Right. Whereas, when you’re walking 
around with your brain activated in the 
learning and receptive mode, then you’re 
moving through the world with this sense 
that something is going to inform you, 
and give you something new that you don’t 
have. So those seem like different ways of  
moving through the world, at least to me. 

Anaïs: Totally, I feel that. I think the way 
that I have understood or experienced 
beginner’s mind is that because you’re a 
beginner, you don’t know what to tune out 
and what not to tune out, right? And ev-
erything is equally important, because you 
don’t know that strategically you should be 
paying attention to only a few select things, 
right? It’s more beginner’s mind because 
you’re not being selective about anything, 
you’re allowing everything the same weight 
as everything else. 

Isaac: That’s true. It’s a little abstract, so 
difficult to articulate.

Anaïs: It’s extremely abstract.
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Isaac: I think if  we’re talking about being 
locked in the zone, then we’re also talking 
about winning or losing, so you’re blocking 
out things are not to your advantage to 
winning, right? So the question would be, 
what does being in the zone mean if  you’re 
not actually competing? Because you can’t 
be competing all of  the time, or can you?

Anaïs: Well there are many ways to be in 
competition. And this goes back to ––– be-
lieve it or not, tennis ––– and the mental 
aspect of  the game. For instance, let’s say 
it’s the last point of  the game, and you’re 
about to win, and so in your mind you 
could be thinking, Ok this is the last point 
of  the game, I’m about to win. For me, if  
I’m in that state, I’m going to fucking lose. 
Because there’s too much happening. 

__________________________

[We pause. Water break.]

__________________________

Isaac: Do you want to chat about music?

Anaïs: Sure.

Isaac: What was the first song you really 
remember liking?

Anaïs: It’s very embarrassing.

Isaac: Ok.

Anaïs: But I will still tell you.

Isaac: Ok.

Anaïs: The Alien Ant Farm cover of  
“Smooth Criminal.”

Isaac: Ok.

Emily: I was hoping it was going to be 
Michael Jackson related.

Anaïs: Maybe it’s related to the memories 
that I have been recovering, but more re-
cently I have found this new really exciting 
enjoyment in a lot of  the music that I was 

listening to when I was much younger. You 
start thinking about the fact that all of  the 
different versions of  yourself  that you have 
been in the past are here and with you now. 
This is still the same body that you had ten 
years ago.

Isaac: I’ve thought of  that. 

Anaïs: I have found that idea very painful 
until recently, because I didn’t want to be still 
connected to my thirteen-year-old self, or to 
think that this body that I have is that same 
body. But it’s not as painful anymore and it 
feels as though something has opened up. So 
to circle back around to your question –––– 
it’s exciting for me to hear Alien Ant Farm’s 
cover of  “Smooth Criminal,” now, and I’m 
able to think, This is a dope song, I love this 
song.

Isaac: I’m trying to think about where I was 
when I heard that song for the first time, and 
also just trying to remember what it feels like 
to be so young in that way that you really 
don’t know what’s going to happen next 
––– you don’t know where you’re going to 
end up and you’re not thinking much about it, 
because you are where you are. Then for bet-
ter or for worse, eventually the introspection 
comes, and you start asking more questions. 
So it’s nice to be able to go back to that time 
where you weren’t really thinking about where 
is this all going, but instead, could just listen 
to Alien Ant Farm and think, This is just a 
dope song. 

Anaïs: When I was younger I was actually 
more concerned with where things were 
going. 

Isaac: Really?

Anaïs: Yes. Because I was so unhappy with 
what was happening in my life, and I hated 
everything. I was very preoccupied with a 
future point where it wouldn’t be like this. I 
spent a lot of  mental energy –––– especially 
before I would go to bed or while in school 
––– projecting myself  out of  the present sit-
uation, and disassociating into possible future 
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places that I could be in. I was thinking a lot 
about those future places.

Isaac: So not just an hour from now, but sev-
en years from now.

Anaïs: Totally, yes. Whereas now, I’m increas-
ingly comfortable with where I’m at now, 
with who I am now, and how I feel now, and 
I’m not so concerned with where things are 
going. Maybe I thought a lot about the future 
because I was worried about it, and now I’m 
not that worried about it. Although I feel ex-
cited and hopeful for it, but that’s enough for 
me –––– I don’t have to pin it down in a way.

Isaac: Nice. I guess that allows you to exert 
your energy on other things.

Anaïs: Yes, like eating ice cream. Actually, I’m 
lactose intolerant, I can’t eat ice cream. I just 
wanted to say that.

Isaac: We’ll be sure to get that in. It is a fun 
note.

Anaïs: Anaïs Duplan is lactose intolerant. 

Isaac: Do you remember when you first want-
ed to write about music?

Anaïs: What made me think that I wanted 
to write about music? Surprisingly, I actually 
don’t really like reading music journalism. I 
find it kind of  boring.

Isaac: Why do you think that is?

Anaïs: Because often times you read a review 
of  an album and the person is trying to put 
words to the way the album sounded and 
unless this person is a very particular kind 
of  writer, I can’t really hear it. Reading about 
music is the equivalent of  watching Food 
Network. That looks tasty, but I would rather 
just eat the thing or listen to the album.

I started writing about music as a way of  
learning about music, and as a way to face 
the challenge of  trying to hear a thing and 
break it down. How would I speak about this 
particular sound?

Isaac: It’s an interesting thing to do, to 
make an argument as to why a song is 
good, as opposed to just playing the song 
for them. 

Anaïs: I always prefer to interview the 
artist, rather than writing reviews. That’s 
intel that you can’t get by just listening to 
the album. 

Isaac: Well that then raises the question, 
in order to write well about music, do you 
have to be a musician?

Anaïs: I hope not! But it’s an interesting 
question. As part of  this class that I taught 
last semester at Columbia we read Art as 
Experience. There’s a section in that book 
that talks about art and criticism, and this 
idea that each genre and medium within 
art has a unique vocabulary, and a unique 
set of  challenges that the artist is working 
through in order to bring about a piece of  
work. As a critic of  a painting you need 
to have a set of  knowledge that’s different 
from a critic of  music because you need 
to be somewhat tapped into what that 
language is. Is it possible as a journalist 
of  music to be familiar enough with what 
musicians are thinking about as they’re 
making music, without still being a musi-
cian, to write about it? I think so.

Isaac: I think about this with coaching, 
where some of  the best coaches aren’t the 
best players, but they do something else.

Anaïs: Right.

Isaac: Or how Michael Jordan would be a 
terrible coach, because he would just say, 
Dude, just do it like me.

Anaïs: I do think it helps that I make other 
things. I don’t think that I would enjoy 
music writing if  I didn’t write poems or 
make videos or do some kind of  creative 
thing. That allows me to make analogies 
and then we have a place to start the con-
versation. I always like to have one pursuit, 
or even a few different pursuits that I feel 
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like I’m really bad at, or like I don’t know 
anything about them and I need to learn 
more about.

Isaac: Which one would you say that is for 
you at the present moment?

Anaïs: Definitely video. I made this short 
film during my last few months in Iowa. I 
took this film class and I had this idea for 
a short film that I really wanted to make. 
And in my mind I could see the film, but 
I literally I did not know how to shoot a 
movie. That excites me because there are 
real stakes to this process of  creation. 

Isaac: So what was the film?

Anaïs: I should show it to you sometime. 
It’s called Cocaine Barbara.

Isaac: So tell us about Cocaine Barbara. 

Anaïs: I had this dream one time––does 
that ever happen to you where a poem 
happens to you in your sleep?

Isaac: A poem? In my sleep?

Anaïs: Yes.

Isaac: Not yet.

Anaïs: Well, I had this poem about this 
figure, Cocaine Barbara.

Isaac: She has had a tough life.

Anaïs: Yes, for real. I had this dream about 
a poem titled Cocaine Barbara. Various 
things happened to Cocaine Barbara over 
the course of  her day. I woke up and I 
wrote that poem down. Then I started 
thinking, What if  Cocaine Barbara was a 
person? Could I ask my friend Elyse to be 
Cocaine Barbara? And could I get a whole 
cast and crew? So I did. 

Isaac: How long is it?

Anaïs: It’s about twenty minutes. 

Isaac: So maybe this film was a pilot epi-

sode? Or at least potentially. 

Anaïs: That’s interesting. I don’t know. We’ll 
see. Of  course there are ways that that project 
failed, but there are also ways that it was sort 
of  a successful experiment, and I like that. I 
like that I made a short film called Cocaine 
Barbara and that it’s sort of  weird and that 
you can see me filming in the reflection of  
the car ––– and I really need to shoot that 
scene again ––– but I like that space of  
knowing whether I’m not sure if  this is work-
ing actually. 

__________________________

[We pause. Water break.]

__________________________

Isaac: So why does it feel natural to want to 
be stable?

Anaïs: For the lady in the mirror?

Isaac: For the lady in the mirror.

Anaïs: It actually doesn’t anymore. I was 
definitely pre-transition when I created, “Why 
Does it Feel Natural to Want to be Stable for 
the Lady in the Mirror?” When I say pre-tran-
sition I mean that I started transitioning 
hormonally a year ago, even though transition 
doesn’t really have a start or end date.

But with that video poem, I think I was 
thinking about the idea that you’re generally 
supposed to have some kind of  connection 
to the person you see in the mirror. However; 
as I’ve transitioned and as my features have 
changed, even incrementally, I’ve noticed that 
I’ve started looking at and thinking about 
myself  differently. For instance, the other 
day I was looking at my arm and the muscle 
structure of  my arm, and I noticed how it 
looks different now than it was before. 

Emily: It’s radical.

Anaïs: It is. Your reflection starts changing a 
little bit as you look at it every day. 
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Isaac: How did you find the footage for the 
video that appears alongside the poem?

Anaïs: It was on the internet. It’s public do-
main footage.

Isaac: It’s nice to read a poem line by, or to 
have a poem presented to you line by line.

Anaïs: I’m interested in duration in that way. 
When you’re watching the video ––– as-
suming that you’re not scrolling forward or 
backward on your own –––– then the timing 
is embedded in the poem. And it’s embedded 
within the poem in a way that can’t exactly be 
presented on the page. 

Isaac: That’s a good point. That’s part of  
what’s fun about poetry readings –––– you 
have an audience who, for lack of  a better 
term, is trapped. 

Anaïs: Yes. A captive audience. 

Isaac: And you can start reading your first 
poem, and you can read the first line, and 
then, if  you want you can stand up there for 
forty-five seconds, or a minute, or however 
long you want before you read or say any-
thing else. 

Anaïs: This is what I like about video in gen-
eral –––– the hand that has made the thing is 
somewhere else, in a different time and place. 
There’s the time that it was made and then 
the time that’s inscribed within, and then the 
time that you’re watching it in. And the per-
son who created the piece is gone, but their 
sense of  timing is still there, and you have to 
deal with that.

Isaac: Good point. 

Anaïs: Because if  I were at a reading, sure, I 
could stand there and I could wait to read the 
next line, but it would always be tied back to 
my physical presence. 

Isaac: Right, because it’s a shared moment 
then, between the poet and the audience. 

Anaïs: Right. And then with the video, it’s a 

little like that, but I’m not there anymore 
and it’s just you, the viewer. Maybe that’s 
sad. 

Isaac: Why?

Anaïs: The lack of  shared space in the mo-
ment of  experiencing the poem, although 
that’s what reading a book of  poems is like 
too. The poet isn’t there as you’re reading 
the poems on your own. 

Isaac: That’s true. Do you want to talk a 
little bit about what you’re doing now? 
You’re at the Studio Museum in Harlem, 
correct? 

Anaïs: Yes.

Isaac: But your time there is almost over?

Anaïs: Yes and no. It’s a two year fellow-
ship, and I spend the first year at Studio 
Museum in Harlem. So my year at Studio 
is almost over, and then I’ll go to the Mu-
seum of  Modern Art starting in Septem-
ber, and spend another year there and do 
essentially the same position but within 
MoMA’s structure. 

Isaac: That’s interesting. And what’s the 
position that you’re in? 

Anaïs: I’m a public programs fellow. There 
are a total of  six of  us and four of  us are 
curatorial fellows and two of  us are public 
programs fellows. At Studio Museum I 
work in their Public Programs and Com-
munity Engagement department.  A lot of  
my work there deals with considering ways 
to activate the exhibitions or artists who 
are tied to the museum through programs, 
events, screenings, workshops, and other 
happenings.

Isaac: You have similar experience with 
this sort of  work, in Iowa, but also in Ice-
land? How long did you live over there? 

Anaïs: Not that long, just two months. I 
fuck with Brooklyn and New York City 
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in general because I like the idea of  public 
anonymity. The city can be very leveling, in 
terms of  the sense that you or I could go 
outside and start screaming and yelling, and 
people might look at us, but no one would be 
perturbed to their core about it. 

Isaac: That’s definitely a good point. 

Anaïs: Whereas in Iowa ––– and maybe this 
was just a projection of  how I experienced 
things there ––– a lot of  the time I felt like 
there were things I wanted to do or ways 
I wanted to carry myself  that were sort of  
disruptive to the social fabric. It wasn’t that I 
couldn’t do those things, but just that if  I did 
them I would garner a kind of  attention that 
I wasn’t that interested in receiving. I wanted 
to be doing those things and also going about 
my life. I just wanted to go outside. One of  
the first things I did when I moved to New 
York was start to transition because I felt like 
I could do that and nothing bad would hap-
pen ––– no-one would even bat an eyelash; 
no-one would even notice if  I transitioned in 
New York. 

There are things that I liked about Iowa––for 
instance, it’s nice for it to be quiet. It’s also 
nice to not have to traverse as many crowds, 
and to enjoy spaces that bring you into a 
peaceful state of  mind, which isn’t as accessi-
ble, or possible in New York. There’s a differ-
ent kind of  peace I get in New York though. 

Isaac: Where would you say you’re from?

Anaïs: I’m from Haiti. Even though most of  
my interaction with Haiti and with Haitian 
culture has been outside of  Haiti, these inter-
actions have felt significant enough for me to 
say, and actually feel like I’m from Haiti. 

I got an American passport recently ––– I 
think it was two or three years ago. This was 
after a lifetime of  thinking, I’ll never do it, 
but then I thought . . . I would like to travel 
and not have to apply for visas every time. An 
American passport is an amazing gift; it gives 
you tremendous mobility. I got to a place 
within myself  where I didn’t feel like I would 

be sacrificing any part of  my identity if  I 
had an American passport. 

Isaac: So when did you move to the States 
then?

Anaïs: When I was about two and a half. I 
spoke French before I spoke English. Now 
my French isn’t so great, but it’s always an 
interesting question: where are you from? I 
think it used to give me a lot more anxiety 
––– people would ask me that and I would 
gasp ––– what do I say? Relatedly, some-
one recently asked me, What do you do 
when you’re not trying to make money? 

Isaac: That’s not a bad question.

Anaïs: I’ve given up this idea that I will 
have work/life separation. I do want to 
feel like I have some control over when 
I’m producing and when I’m not, but that 
really lies with me. It sounds silly, at least 
to me when I say it but I’ve had to con-
sciously kind of  think, Do not create now 
––– no creation now, this is non-creative 
time. I’ve literally been saying to myself, 
Just watch Netflix. Do not think about 
how to make a film.

Isaac: This is nice . . . good movie . . . 

Anaïs: I like it, yeah. 

Isaac: Very enjoyable film. That’s funny. So 
what do you tell people, when people ask, 
What do you do?

Anaïs: I guess I normally say that I’m a 
writer. And then I make lots of  modifica-
tions and additions afterwards. It depends 
on the context as well. I’ll also say that I’m 
an arts administrator or something like 
that, because that is a fair amount of  what 
I do as well. 

Also, this is very morbid for me, and I 
don’t like saying this, but sometimes I will 
say that I’m a cultural worker. I find that 
deadening. 



63

Isaac: When do you say that?

Anaïs: In very professional contexts; for 
instance, when I’m talking to a donor or 
when I’m working on an application for 
a grant, I’ll say I’m like a cultural worker. 
I don’t know why I don’t like it. It’s fine. 
There’s nothing wrong with it.

Isaac: Do you want to read a few para-
graphs of  the essay as a way to talk about 
that a little bit and then maybe we can ask a 
couple more questions...

Anaïs: Sure. 

Isaac: There’s a section in here, which 
deals with a frustrating chicken-or-the-egg 
question. Maybe you can start from around 
there, and read a few paragraphs down?

Anaïs: That works. 

-- --  
 “The matter of  whether historic 
segregation of  black and white cultural 
production is a result of––or whether it’s 
led to––continuing xenophobia is a frus-
trating chicken-or-the-egg question. As the 
musician Mal Devisa said to me over Skype 
in the winter of  2014, “We are socialized 
and brought up in ways that reinforce that 
our way of  life is the right way and we 
should be afraid of  anything else.” She 
was in Amherst and I was in Iceland. She 
continued: 

  We should fear being alone. We 

should fear god. Those ideas tie into why 

it’s easier for us to reject people that don’t 

look like us [. . .] I think of  the fear of  los-

ing control to someone else and why that 

is, in particular, a fear that some people of  

color, women, and people with disabilities 

harbor, sometimes for life. I think of  the 

restriction one feels when they are given 

options to reach and expand out of  their 

comfort zone and the crippling fear that 

they will be rejected or confused or embar-

rassed, so they don’t budge. The fear of  the 

unknown can be a big part of  life and can ei-

ther propel you forward or absolutely tie you 

down [. . .] When music is involved, this idea 

of  not knowing is incredible [. . .] Music is a 

vessel in which we reconstruct ourselves and 

are able to see ourselves as something more 

than afraid, more than a human in danger of  

losing control. 

 To this day, the music industry’s 

classification schema carries on the practi-

cal segregation of  musics, done today more 

covertly than in the 1960s and 70s through 

‘deracialized’ genre classifications. What 

remains the same is an ongoing felt need 

amongst white cultural agents to negotiate 

the presence of  black artists in a largely white 

cultural framework. This has led to conflict 

between black and white cultural producers in 

the competition over large-scale institutional 

and corporate recognition. Protesting the 

music industry’s genre classification system, 

for example, a group of   black recording 

artists left the 1972 Grammy Awards ceremo-

ny. They felt that white artists were receiving 

awards that would have been given to black 

artists were not pop and rock de facto white 

genres and soul and rhythm ‘n’ blues de facto 

black genres.  

 Despite ongoing conflict, black 

cultural workers have continued to fight for 

recognition on and through mainstream 

broadcast and entertainment media. Martin 

Luther King was speaking to a society that 

had begun to accept black radio disc jockeys’ 

presence in popular broadcast media when he 

addressed the National Association of  Televi-
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sion and Radio Announcers in 1967, eighteen 

years after the start of  the first black-owned 

radio station, WERD, on which the first 

words spoken were, “Good morning, Atlanta. 

We’re here.” King states: 

 . . . and in a real sense you [black 

radio announcers] have paved the way for 

social and political change by creating a  

powerful cultural bridge between black and 

white. School integration is much easier now 

that they [pupils] share a  common music, a 

common language, and enjoy the same danc-

es. You introduced youth to that music and 

created the  language of  soul and pro-

moted the dance which now sweeps across 

race, class and nation. It is quite amazing to 

me to  hear the joyful rhythms, which I 

found time to enjoy as a youth here in Atlanta 

years ago, coming back across the  

Atlantic with an English accent, or to see the 

Senator Javits and the Senators Kennedy lost 

in the dances which we  created. Yes, you 

have taken the power which Old Sam has 

buried deep in his soul and through amazing 

technology  have performed a cultural 

conquest that surpasses even that of  Alexan-

der the Great and culture of  classical Greece. 

 Notwithstanding King’s optimism 

about the overall cultural impact of  black 

radio, the racialized categorization of  black 

and white––or more broadly, insider and 

outsider––cultural production has caused 

many contemporary black artists to show an 

aversion to classification in general. In his in-

terview with DAZED reporter Chal Ravens, 

electronic musician Actress describes his love 

of  dancing to music that had an ‘in-between-

ness’ to it as a young boy. “The music I was 

into was new jack swing, music where you 

really had to break your body. So (clicks 

fingers) I just feel that, you know, and the 

sort of  in-between-ness of  it. I’m never 

(clicks fingers steadily). I’m always finding 

those gaps that are in between.”  

-- -- 

Isaac: Thank you. It’s good to just be with-
in the space created by those words. 

Anaïs: I’m glad to hear that. I like this 
Martin Luther King quote a lot because 
I never think about him and radio an-
nouncers in the same thought. It’s nice to 
hear how excited he was for the black disc 
jockeys. And I don’t know what his vision 
was for them and whether that panned out 
or not, but I just love his optimism.

Isaac: He’s elevating radio. 

Anaïs: Yes. Totally. In a way that is not at 
all done today. It’s a real question, Who 
still listens to radio? But I love radio. I 
definitely like radio more than television. 

Isaac: What do you like about it?

Anaïs: I like that there’s still so much space 
for the imagination in radio. I like that you 
are a necessary component of  listening to 
the radio, and that you have to lend your 
faculties to it in a way. 

Isaac: I feel like radio is educational in a 
way that television can’t be. 

Anaïs: It is. And maybe this goes back to 
the thing about education and beginner’s 
mind, and how we learn. I learn the best 
from videos; for instance, if  I want to 
learn a specific skill or if  I want to learn 
about a specific period of  time, then I’ll 
watch a video. But with radio I go on 
more of  a journey, and I experience more 
emotions, and I find myself  invested in a 
different way than I do if  I’m just trying to 
pick something up by watching a video.



65

Emily: I remember as a radio listener in the 
nineties, you had a relationship with the 
DJs, and you wanted to hear what they had 
to say about the music they were playing, 
or their opinion about other things that 
were going on in the country and in the 
world. 

Anaïs: Right. And maybe you appreciate 
their taste or what they play, right? Whereas 
that person is kind of  invisible on Netflix. 

Isaac: Just one more question for you.

Anaïs: Okay, I’m ready. 

Isaac: What do you think about the word 
Legacy?

Anaïs: I like the idea of  legacy a lot, and I 
also like another L word ––– lineage. I will 
only use legacy in very specific contexts, 
when I want to elevate a particular lineage 
I guess. I think more about lineage than 
legacy. But I wrote something recently, 
which dealt with how interested I am in 
preserving the legacies of  black artists. I 
think the black avant garde suffers in not 
claiming more of  a legacy or a lineage. 
Black avant garde artists have been working 
across mediums for a long period of  time. 
When legacy and lineage are left out of  the 
picture, every new artist is in a vacuum, 
and every experiment they do is sort of  a 
new, novel experiment that lives and dies 
by its own hand; as opposed to being an 
extension of  previous experimentations. 

In the context of  black cultural produc-
tion, there’s a premium placed on the idea 
that a work must be totally original and 
novel, and unlike anything anyone has ever 
seen before. But really, who else holds 
themselves to that standard? It relates with 
the misconception that black people are 
supposed to be the factory of  the new, all 
of  the time –––– new new new –––– cool, 
cool, cool, cool cool cool. 

And so I think it would be meaningful to 
consider lineage and legacy more often. We 

don’t have to start from scratch every time. 
I have been trying to write about black art, 
trying to tie historical artists in with contem-
porary artists, and trying to make connections 
across different mediums, musicians, painters, 
poets. I’m interested in whether there are 
ways that the literal mental and emotional 
well being of  black artists can be, rather than 
kept in the background, brought to the fore-
ground more. 
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