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INCEPTION 

�  From the arrival of people of African descent in Canada in the 17th and 18th centuries, 
enslaved or free, African storytelling and musical traditions have been part of life in 
settlements from the Maritimes to Southern Ontario and across the Prairies to the West 
Coast. 

�  In the 20th century, immigration from the Caribbean during the 60s and 70s increased the 
Black population in Canada, during a time of growing independence and civil rights 
movements. International linkages emerged in events like the1968 Black Writers 
Conference in Montreal, which included noted writers and political thinkers like Walter 
Rodney and Stokely Carmichael.  

�  The Conference itself was a culmination of a series of  
writers lectures organized by the Conference Committee 
on West Indian Affairs, lead by noted St. Vincent historian, 
 Alfie Roberts, and featured such influential writers as  
George Lamming, C. L. R. James, and Orlando Patterson. 



UPRISING 

�  In the 1970s and 80s, following the success of books by Austin Clarke and 
Dionne Brand, an uprising of Black Canadian poets resulted in the publication of 
a number of anthologies, including Black Chat (1973), One Out of Many (1975), 
Canada in Us Now (1976), and Other Voices (1985).  

�  In 1982, Lillian Allen published Riddim and Hardtimes, 
which eventually sold8,000 copies. In 1983, she, 
Clifton Joseph, and Devon Haughton released the 
landmark record, De Dub Poets. 

�  The group struggled with the League of Poets 
to gain membership, but were refused, and told it 
was because they were ‘performers’ and not ‘poets.’ 

�  On her Juno winning LP, Revolutionary Tea  
Party, Lillian struck back with “One Poem Town.” 



UPRISING 



LEADERS 

�  In 1992,  Ayanna Black publishes Voices, 
featuring poets like Lawrence Hill,  
Afua Cooper, and Frederick Ward whose  
work is strongly  influenced by music 
 and oral traditions. 

�  The collection also features work by  
George Elliott Clarke, whose second  
book  of poetry, Whylah Falls, was  
published in 1990. The book shook up  
Canadian poetry, sounding a powerful 
note as a  poetic ‘blues spiritual’ that 
also includes songs, sonnets, 
and sermons. 



LEADERS 



LEADERS 

�  n 1993, spearheaded by Lillian Allen and a collective of Toronto-based 
dub poets, the International Dub Poetry Festival was a ground-breaking 
gathering of dub poets with panel discussions and performances 
featuring the likes of Mutabaruka and Sister Jean Breeze from Jamaica,  
Brother Resistance 
 from Trinidad,  
Winston Farrell  
from Barbados, and  
Mzwakhe Mbuli from 
 South Africa. artists. 



MONTREAL 

�  Police shootings resulting in the deaths of 
 several young Black men in the early 90s 
 resulted in street protests and community 
mobilization, and were central themes in 
the word of Montreal spoken word poets. 

�  One group of poets that emerged was  
the Diasporic Afrikan Poets (DAP). 

�  They published a chapbook, ‘The N‘X  
Step’, and traveled to perform at the 1993 
Dub Poetry Festival in Toronto 



MONTREAL 

�  Horace Goddard and Nigel Thomas published Kola,  
a spark for emerging Black poets, 
and the Black Theatre  Workshop  
was a major pillar.  And series like  
Coco Cafe built on the work done 
by performers like Marcus Jeffers. 



TORONTO 

�  In the mid 1990s, an underground 
Black spoken word event in Toronto packed 
venues with audiences hungry to hear the  
dynamic performers building their skills  
at organizations like Fresh Arts. 

�  It was called “All Truths Spoken are Poetry  
in Motion,” and was produced by the promotion  
duo Citizen and Black Katt. 

�  Estelle Boateng, Little X, Jemeni, Dwayne Morgan, 
 J-Wyze and others developed their art through this phenomenal series of shows, 
generating a new found audience for their work and awareness of the power of spoken 
word to reflect the experiences and issues of an emerging generation of Black youth. 



TORONTO 

�  Other spoken word poets/promoters/activists like Heron Jones, Karen 
Richardson, and Roots Lounge rose to further develop spoken word 
audiences and artists, along with variety 
shows like the Honey Jam, which 
often featured spoken word performers,  
and a new generation of  
dub poets like nah-ee-lah  
and d’bi.young. 

 



VANCOUVER 

�  From the writing of South African poet Arthur 
Nortje, who taught in BC in the late 1960s, 
to the work of Wade Compton’s 49th Parallel 
Psalm, published in1999, Vancouver has  
been home to many talented Black poets. 

�  Wade Compton’s work, and that of Kevan 
 ‘Scruffmouth’ Cameron – co-editor of the 
acclaimed anthology of spoken word, The  
Great Black North – has combined music  
and orality with a celebration of the historic  
Black community in the city.  

�  The poets have galvanized efforts to commemorate 
the Hogan’s Alley community, destroyed by the city in 1970. 



OTTAWA 

�  Ottawa has a strong history of Black spoken word  
poetry, from the work of the Third World Players in  
the 70s  and 80s, with artists like Captain Sunshine, 
Eddy Garnier, and Epah Fonkeng, to the Young Poets 
of the Revolution in the early 90s. 

�  In 1999, EddyDaOriginalOne and the nth digri, with  
Ottawa WordLife collaborators like Afrikaren Niles,  
and Ras Kagiso, produced the CD Release show. 



OTTAWA 

�  The WordLife Release  
in Ottawa was a break 
through for spoken 
word in the city. 

�  Shortly after the show, 
Eddy launched the Poetic 
Soul Spot series, bringing 
major US slam poets like 
Jamaal St. John, and 
sparking a slam poetry movement in Ottawa that gained even more momentum 
when the Golden Star Lounge series sent a team to the National Poetry Slam in 
Chicago.  



WORDLIFE 

�  Inspirations for WordLife were two shows 
held in Montreal in the fall of 1997 and winter 
of 1998, broadcast live on radio from the  
famed Isart Gallery, featuring poets, MCs and 
DJs from Ottawa, Montreal and Toronto, 
as well as  musicians like Kali and 
Dub and future members of the  
band Kalmunity.  

�  Like the WordLife project, 
these events helped create and 
solidify networks amongst rising  
Black artists from the three cities. 



WORDLIFE 

�  Throughout 1999 and 2000 the 
Wordlife artists followed up on  
the critical success and media 
attention from the record, 
with contingents touring to perform 
in New York City and Brooklyn, 
including the the mecca of spoken  
word, the Nuyorican Poets Café. 

�  Writers such as Dalton Higgins, 
Nichole James, and Matt Galloway, 
incisive journalists versed in 
leading edge cultural currents in 
Black Canada, penned insightful critical 
 coverage of the record. 



WORDLIFE 

�  Assisted by the growing infrastructure for spoken word, with venues like 
Trane studio in Toronto and media exposure through a series like Lillian’s 
Allen’s 2004 Wordbeat show on CBC,  WordLIfe 
reached a broad audience nationally and  
internationally. 

�  Along with developments like George Elliott  
Clarke’s Odysseys Home (2002), which 
positioned African Canadian literature 
as major league, a new generation of  
African Canadian poets was 
poised– through barriers broken 
by their mentors – to elevate 
spoken word to new levels of 
quality and popularity,  
in Canada and beyond. 



HALIFAX 

�  In the home of the historic Black  communities  
like North Preston, and the creative source of  
brilliant poets like Maxine Tynes and George 
Elliott Clarke, a group of young spoken word  
poets was developing an  
artists’ collective called  
Word Iz Bond. 

�  Led by such artists/community 
activists Izreal (Reed  Jones) and  
Shauntay Grant, they would later  
host a seminal  visit of Toronto poets 
in the 2004 NGN XChange 

 



NGN XCHANGE 

�  The Northern Griots Network (NGN) gathering in Ottawa in 
July 2003 was a strategic meeting, accompanied by featured 
performances, of an emerging generation of African Canadian 
spoken word artists. The resulting NGN Exchange saw poets 
from cities across Canada – Vancouver, Toronto, Halifax, 
Toronto, Montreal and Ottawa – travel to perform to new audiences. 

�  The NGN members were both strong spoken word artists and 
skilled organizers and promoters. This drove the inception of the 
Canadian Festival of Spoken Word (CFSW) in 2004. NGN founders 
producing series like Golden Star Lounge (Ottawa), Up from the  
Roots (Toronto), Word Iz Bond (Halifax) played leading roles 
in hosting the first iterations of CFSW (2004, 2006, 2007). 

�  The CFSW was built largely from linkages forged 
through the NGN Exchange. Other initiatives that 
would follow, such as the The Great Black North  
collection, were also rooted in the Xchange 



ACROSS LATITUDES 

�  In August 2013, a group of 5 Black Canadian 
spoken word poets, under the collective 
banner of Voices of Canadian Artists 
across Latitudes (VOCAL), traveled to 
Trinidad & Tobago to take part in the Cascadoo 
Festival of Caribbean Spoken Word in Port-of-Spain. 

�  The group performed, delivered showcases 
 networked and shared their expertise as 
organizers and artists. VOCAL reached 
new audiences with work that shared 
similarities of style, given the African and 
Caribbean origins the group, and learned  
from the unique talents and forms in the T&T 
spoken word community, e.g.  performing in a  
steel pan and poetry fusion. It was significant  
that that the tour took place during the15th  
anniversary of the WordLIfe record. 



N’X STEPS 

�  A growing number of highly skilled and motivated spoken word artists and 
organizers of African descent continue to push the boundaries as innovative leaders 
in Canadian spoken word, and Canadian literature on the whole. 

�  The touring possibilities on the national scene may have reached a point of 
saturation, and while audiences have come to expect more from performers, the 
question remains as to whether the degree of artistic excellence and originality in 
Canadian spoken word, in general, has leveled off. 

�  What are the next steps in moving our craft forward and staying true to the goals of 
social change that are at the foundation of our work? 

�  For answers, we look to our artist colleagues, both national and international, and 
our broader community of organizers, activists, journalists, teachers, and others with 
whom, through collaboration and networking, we can lay strategic plans to move 
forward. 

�  The South-North Griots Summit represents one step in that progression. What have 
we seen, heard, and said over these last 3 days that can move us to higher heights? 


