
to let us use the name. He is very careful with that brand name, the 


use of “Def” anything. But I assured him that we would be very careful with it. The first big showcase we did was at a place called Twirl on 23rd street. We finally got Russell to come, because so many people had started calling the office of Rush Productions, Rush Communications Office, asking, “when is Def Poetry coming out.” He didn’t really believe it had as much juice as it had in the poetry movement. When he came up to Twirl and there were 1500 people standing outside trying to get in, he was like “wait a minute, this might be a little something.” So, we did another showcase at the Brooklyn Museum. And we took the showcases around the country at that point, because it was a brand. Then we took a different showcase over at Brooklyn Museum when the director, Stan Latham, came in. Stan saw Sonya Sanchez performing and some other younger poets. He was convinced. We took three poets then from Twirl to HBO. Me and Russell sat down with some executives. They liked it a lot enough to back it, but they still had to prove it to the rest of the executives there. So, Stan got involved and we had them come to a showcase that we put on at Soul Café. All these white executives had no idea what was going on, they had no idea that the poetry scene was even there. They were like “this may be an isolated phenomenon, we like it, but we don’t know who else will like it.” We got them convinced to do the Aspen Comedy Festival HBO sponsors. It was the hottest show there. We took Steve Coleman, a group called Yellow Rage, Jessica Care Moore, Black Ice, Taylor Mali- we went down there and killed them!  From there we got four shows out of them.





AMAG: Is there a recording component to market Def Poetry Jam?


DS: Black Ice has done his first DVD/Audio CD. We are planning for more people to do that sort of thing. We are going to do a road show after Broadway closes.


AMAG: With the same poets?


DS: We might have two or three tours going at the same time.





AMAG: It seems as though Def Poetry has given a boost in attention to the art of poetry.


DS: Well, it needs it. One of the good things about exposing poetry is that you have a lot of kids reading and writing now that weren’t before. We have a lot of poetry clubs exploding all over America. Kids are writing and talking about what is going on in their lives, and it’s really good for the youth to be involved in that sort of thing. That was my intention. I thought poetry would be the most powerful political vehicle we could have at this moment. It engages kids in a way that nothing else has in a while.





AMAG: Getting the community involved, was that the impetus for the Corridor?


DS: The Corridor was started to get local communities involved in art. Specifically this community, Fort Greene and Clinton Hill. Not just for art heads, but for older people, younger people. I want to get people involved in the arts that are not traditionally. So, while a lot of people use the term “emerging artist” I like to use the term “emerging audiences.” I’d like to bring new audiences to new artists, in order to create a more vibrant art scene that is more inclusive of everyone. Right now art is still a relatively upper class phenomenon, whether economically or culturally, it is an upper class mindset. I want it to become a grass roots phenomenon, where it is generated by the community, and where it is appreciated and supported by the same community.














AMAG: That is commendable. When you speak of community, are you speaking primarily of the Diaspora?


DS: You start with your own people and it moves out from there, but I am mostly concerned with people of African descent. Although not exclusionary to the point where I would see some good art by someone else in the community and say, “no you can’t be a part of this show.” However, I am really concerned with those who have been excluded form the mainstream, which tend to be people of African descent. Now other people might have good art and not have found their way into the mainstream of art, but they are not excluded on a systematic basis. So they have equal access through their race and ethnicity. Whereas, access for African people has, in a sense, been denied.  I am more concerned with those that have been denied.





AMAG: It sounds like a balancing act.


DS: Being Black in America is a balancing act…trying not to have all the rage that you feel, punch a mothafucka in the face just because he’s walking down the street and he happens to be white…is a balancing act.





AMAG: “Rush” for your foundation name implies that Russell is involved with your overall arts initiative.


DS: Rush was Russell’s first company. Again the reason I use that name is for brand name recognition. People like Russell; people like to spend money with Russell. I have no beef with that. When I thought about the arts foundation, I thought well who’s going to be supporting this thing for the kids. Russell, Russell’s friends. Why? Because they have the money. I made Russell the president. (He says laughing). “Russell you the president go get the money”. (We all laugh.) And he’s been doing a wonderful job. He spends at least half of his time on philanthropic pursuits now, as opposed to business pursuits. This whole thing has been a catharsis for Russell too. He’s really involved with the kids…kids all across the nation, in a big way. You know, I feel like I’ve had a small role in creating that person.





AMAG: What do you think about this idea that there is no tradition or history of painting among African-Americans, African-Carribbeans. Joe Overstreet shared with me that he once went to a gallery as a younger man in Manhattan, 40 years ago. The gallery owner told him, “Well you know Joe there is no tradition of African-American painting, you’re wasting your time”.


DS: There is clearly a documented history of African-Americans painting sense this country’s inception. We have the art to prove it. There are institutions, colleges, and universities that have the work. Whether or not its been “accepted” as “valid” that’s the question. Its not that it wasn’t being done. If we look back at African culture there was certainly painting, 


that relates directly to, and show its influences in modern and contemporary art. Oil painting on panels might not have originated in Africa, but many forms of art have been in dialogue with the creative work of Africans no matter if it is readily acknowledged or not. Art done by Africans was certainly a different conception before colonialism. The use of art as 


depiction and praise for gods and spirits, those things had more meaning. I think that most European art relates more directly to vanity.








AMAG: So that influences your work?


DS: Oh, tremendously. Wilfredo Lam, the Afro-Cuban abstract expressionist. Contemporary painters, I like Outarra. That’s an Outarra right there (he points to a painting on the wall). Looking at his paintings have taught me a lot about freedom. Just looking at his work has taken me to a more spiritual place. There are a bunch of people that influence me just by seeing their work. I see it, feel it. I don’t really take a literal or a theoretical interpretation of the work I enjoy. I take spiritual resonance from it, and incorporate that spirit into what I’m trying to do.





AMAG: What a pleasure. Thanks!
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