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PRAISE FOR FOR COLORED GIRLS WHO HAVE CONSIDERED SUICIDE/ WHEN THE RAINBOW IS ENUF

‘Extraordinary … Ntozake Shange writes with such exquisite care and beauty’

NEW YORK TIMES

‘A canon-creating work that illuminates the lived experience of Black women. First conceived in 1974, it is rightfully revered for its unquantifiable influence’

GUARDIAN

‘for colored girls shattered the Negro propriety I knew and lived by. The force of Shange’s writing seemed to say, “Fuck the old rule of not airing your female business in front of colored men, white people, let alone the rest of the world.” You own the copyright on your life’

HILTON ALS

‘It had a profound influence on feminist thinking right through to the #MeToo movement’

TELEGRAPH

‘Encompassing, it seems, every feeling and experience a woman has ever had’

NEW YORKER

‘Inspiring. Emotionally charged. Groundbreaking. This text has always had a special place in my heart’

BERNARDINE EVARISTO

‘A revelation. I am so thankful to Ntozake Shange for seeing us, reflecting us … for weaving our words into drama, into poetry, and showing us how beautiful we can be’

JESMYN WARD

‘Celebrates the capacity to master pain and betrayals with wit, sister-sharing, reckless daring and flight and forgetfulness if necessary’

TONI CADE BAMBARA

‘for colored girls took the theatre world by storm […] became an electrifying Broadway hit and provoked heated exchanges about the relationships between Black men and women. Its form was a refreshing slap at the traditional, one-two-three-act structures’

WASHINGTON POST

‘Shange’s poems aren’t war cries, they’re outcries filled with a controlled passion against the brutality that blasts the lives of “colored girls” – a phrase that in her hands vibrates with social irony and poetic beauty. These poems are political in the deepest sense, but there’s no dogma, no sentimentality, no grinding of false mythic axes’

NEWSWEEK



PRAISE FOR NTOZAKE SHANGE

‘A feminist poet and playwright who brushed aside linguistic conventions, racial barriers and criticism from her male peers to compose works of bracing honesty and searing beauty’

INDEPENDENT

‘More than anything else, [Shange] is a troubadour. She declares her fertile vision of the love and pain between Black women and Black men in outbursts full of old malice and young cheerfulness’

NEW YORK TIMES

‘The word that best describes Shange’s works, which are not plays in the traditional sense, is power’

NEW YORK DAILY NEWS

‘Sexy, discomfiting, energising, revealing, fascinating’

EILEEN MYLES
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INTRODUCTION

for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf by Ntozake Shange (1948–2018) has always had a special place in my heart. It was a seminal influence on my own aesthetics when I was a very young woman starting out on my writing adventure. It was late 1979 when I saw the American production of it in London’s Royalty Theatre, along with some of my fellow black female peers from drama school. In those days, British women of colour looking to see themselves reflected in the theatre faced a void. Theatre was either overwhelmingly white or predominantly male with little recognition or space for women’s voices and creativity of any colour. I was enthralled at the sight of seven black women on stage performing and dancing to Shange’s exquisitely heartbreaking, hard-hitting and haunting poetic text. It was extraordinary to witness their power, talent and beauty electrifying the stage. Although the show had been a hit on Broadway, running for 742 performances and taking the theatre world by storm, in London, the auditorium was nearly empty and we young women felt the lack of interest in our lives and stories ever more keenly. In today’s more progressive British society, the theatre would be packed out, tickets hawked on the black market, and everyone would be tweeting about the show.

I still have my original coffee-stained hardback 1978 copy of the book, which I found as inspiring on the page as it was on the stage. It’s a treasure I revisit every so often in order to reconnect to this work of art and marvel at Shange’s skill in compressing and evoking larger narratives in what is essentially such a slim book. Dispensing with standard English, she replicates the colloquialisms and cadences of her African American characters through their speech, syntax and verbatim spellings, thereby creating a sizzling syncopation. She dispenses with traditional grammar and punctuation and instead employs an idiosyncratic use of capital letters and full stops, and replaces the comma with the forward slash. This results in a rebelliously disruptive but flowing linguistic style. In rejecting a dramatic orthodoxy that marginalised black women, she was finding a new and original way to create theatre. Nor did she choose a single narrative or adhere to a traditional three-act play structure; instead she presented seven different characters whose voices float in and out, speaking, chanting and singing their poetic monologues. Together, the women form a polyphonic choir of black women’s experiences and resistance. They are expressing their deepest selves, sharing their subjectivities, and in this safe space where intimacies are revealed, they are holding each other up, akin to a kind of choreographed support network. Freed from convention in subject matter and style, Shange’s liberated language dances across the page with its energetic rhythms, while tension builds within each set piece. The writing is meant to be performed – with the actor’s delivery enhancing the text, and music adding more layers of meaning and atmosphere, the drama becomes full-blown experimental theatre – but it has another life on the page, and can be appreciated as poetry on its own terms.

This ensemble choreopoem takes African American womanhood as its subject – not to make a generic, reductive statement about it, but to present individualised stories from seven specific characters who, rather than having proper names, are distinguished according to the colour of their dresses, such as ‘lady in red’ or ‘lady in yellow’. With emotionally charged storytelling, we hear about the women’s experiences including rape, domestic violence and abortion. In creating female characters who speak up about their heterosexual relationships, associations and encounters in a patriarchal environment, the author makes a stand against misogynistic behaviour and attitudes. If some of the portrayals of black men are less than favourable, it is because this behaviour and these attitudes exist in all societies and cultures, including black communities. The alternative would be for black women to remain silent.

In the introduction to my early edition of for colored girls, Shange makes clear that her poetics emerged through workshops and collaboration with other young women creatives and dance troupes in and around San Francisco in the early 1970s. Using poetry, dance and music, they created theatre that was performed in bars and small venues. In a climate of emerging women’s presses, women’s poetry readings were exploding on to a scene that had hitherto been dominated by male poets. Shange writes, ‘The force of these readings on all our lives waz to become evident as we directed our energies towards clarifying our lives—& the lives of our mothers, daughters, grandmothers—as women.’ She cites the women’s studies courses she took as instrumental in broadening her understanding of women’s artistry, history and mythologies, while her dance studies led her to an awareness of African-inspired dance, where along with ‘the acceptance of the ethnicity of my thighs & backside, came a clearer understanding of my voice as a woman and poet’.

Black consciousness and feminism converge in the seven poems Shange began writing in 1974, which formed the nucleus of for colored girls. Choreopoetry is a term coined by her to describe the integration of poetry, dance, music and song in a single drama. She had already begun to dance during her poetry recitals, before she teamed up with dancer Paula Moss, both women dancing to Shange’s poetry. The first performance of for colored girls, a work-in-progress, took place at the Bacchanal, a women’s bar near Berkeley in California. By 1975, Moss and Shange had moved the show across country to a theatre in New York, and a year later it opened on Broadway with the full complement of seven actresses. Shange herself played one of the characters for a short time in the Broadway production, then left the show to, as she put it, ‘write poems, stories, plays, my dreams’. She wasn’t enamoured of Broadway, describing her taste as ‘off-off-Broadway’ and disparagingly considered black Broadway hits such as The Wiz and Ain’t Misbehavin’ to be latter-day minstrel shows.

While for colored girls was Shange’s first and most famous work, she went on to become a prolific writer of drama, poetry, novels, essay collections and children’s books. She continued to write other choreopoems for stage, such as Boogie Woogie Landscapes (1977) and Spell #7 (1979), which won an Obie Award, and The Love Space Demands (1991), staged by Talawa Theatre Company at the Cochrane Theatre in 1992, which I saw, only this time in a crowded and excited auditorium. Her poetry books included Nappy Edges (1978), A Daughter’s Geography (1983) and Wild Beauty: New and Selected Poems (2017). Her most notable novel was Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo (1982), about three black sisters and their mother, told using an innovative collage of stories, letters, journal entries, poetry, magic spells and recipes.

for colored girls returned to the limelight when Hollywood superstar actor, director and producer Tyler Perry directed it for the screen, expanding the female leads from seven to ten. Even with a starry cast and Hollywood budget, it was always going to be a challenge to adapt the poetic text and experimental structure of this drama for the screen. I considered it a success and was captivated by the quality and quantity of black female talent on screen, so rare to see, and by the imaginative reworking of the narratives. I also appreciated that the movie script stayed truthful to the spirit of Shange’s poetry. Receiving mixed reviews, it nonetheless walked off with many awards.

It’s been over forty years since I saw for colored girls on stage in London and it blew my mind open as to the possibilities of theatre by and about black women. Graduating into a London counterculture similar to Shange’s era of emerging black women’s cultural production in 1970s San Francisco, in 1982 I co-founded Theatre of Black Women with Paulette Randall and Patricia St. Hilaire, both of whom had sat with me in the Royalty Theatre three years earlier. We were Britain’s first such theatre company and, inspired by Shange, our theatre practice was experimental and poetic. Young people need role models. As newly minted theatre-makers, she was ours.

for colored girls is both of its time and has lasted the test of time. It felt magical watching and reading it when I was so young and desperate to be seen, to belong, and it has retained its magic for me, even today, when I’ve spent a lifetime writing and reading books, and attending more theatre productions than I will ever remember.

It’s wonderful that with this new edition, this groundbreaking black womanist drama will be discovered by new generations of people who will connect with its beauty and power.

—BERNARDINE EVARISTO

OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Praise for for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		INTRODUCTION: by Bernardine Evaristo



		For colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf



		About the Author



		Also by Ntozake Shange



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













OPS/images/cover.jpg
for COlore d ‘Inspiring.

Emotionally charged.

girls Who Ground-breaking’
Bernardine Evaristo

have

considered

suicide /

when the

rainbow

is enuf

Ntozake Shange





OPS/images/WN_essentials.jpg
ESSENTIALS





