
Port	Cities	NYC
MAY	31,	2016 by	CLAIRE	TIGHE in	RESPONSES

Jabari	Brisport	performs	at	Port	Cities’	workshop	at	Dixon	Place	in
2015.	Photo	credit:	Kelly	Stuart.

New	York	was	a	cloud	as	we	waited	to-
gether	at	Pier	11,	just	off	of	Wall	Street.	I
clutched	my	jacket	closed	and	huddled	to-
gether	with	the	other	audience	members
as	a	rainy	wind	blew.	We	were	waiting	to
board	a	water	taxi,	the	first	stage	of	the
evening’s	showing	of	the	Port	Cities
Project a global performance linking five
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Project,	a	global	performance	linking	five
cities	along	17th	century	Dutch	trade
routes.	Port	Cities	NYC	is	city	and	perfor-
mance	number	one.	After	the	completion
of	Port	Cities	NYC,	four	additional	loca-
tions		–	Cape	Town,	Jakarta,	Perth,	and
Amsterdam	–	will	each	have	their	own
unique	shows	to	explore	our	shared	global
heritage.	Once	the	five	cities	are	complet-
ed,	documentation	of	the	performances	in
each	will	live	online	and	in	a	gallery	in	Am-
sterdam.

In	concept,	Port	Cities	is	awesome.	It
bridges	the	micro	level	of	individual	lives
to	the	larger	societal	structures	at	play,
reminiscent	of	the	incredible	work	of	Marc
Bamuthi	Joseph,	which	asks	audiences	to
connect	our	lives	with	the	global	structures
that	shape	them.	Moving	its	audience	by
boat	from	one	location	to	another	across
the	waters	of	lower	Manhattan	–	a	locale
burdened	with	layer	upon	layer	of	compli-
cated	history	–	Port	Cities	NYC	asks	its
audience	to	literally	accompany	the
show’s	characters	as	they	complete	a
journey.	The	show’s	text	blends	poetry	and
prose,	exploring,	as	characters	traverse
four	hundred	years	of	history,	dropping	ref-
erences	to	slavery,	lynching,	mass	incar-
ceration,	and	police	brutality.	It	is	a	major
undertaking	that	Port	Cities	NYC	pulls
off	beautifully.	All	in	a	thirty-five	minute	run
time.
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Port	Cities	couldn’t	have	come	at	a	more
appropriate	time	in	American	history.	We
are	more	ready	for	it	now	than	we	ever
have	been.	In	the	US,	the	project	arrives
during	#BlackLivesMatter	and	an	amazing
black	cultural	moment,	as	well	as	a	terrify-
ing	political	one,	rife	with	hatred	and	vio-
lence.	Conversations	about	America’s	per-
vasive	racism	and	structural	inequality	are
happening	at	the	national	level.	The	Amer-
ican	public	is	looking	more	closely	at	the
performance	community,	pointing	out	its
political	flaws,	and	asking	it	to	do	better.
We	can	look	at	just	two	recent	examples
in	a	landscape	of	many.	The	first:	#Os-
carsSoWhite,	an	ongoing	digital	conversa-
tion	about	Hollywood’s	diversity	problem.
The	second:	our	obsession	and	criticism
of	our	obsession	with	Hamilton,	inar-
guably	the	most	prominent	Broadway	phe-
nomenon	in	decades,	one	that
deliberately	forefronts	writers,	performers,
and	creative	team	members	of	color	as	it
centers	the	stories	of	white	historical	fig-
ures.

While	I	found	Port	Cities	NYC	to	be	a
brave	and	moving	piece,	I	remain	political-
ly	skeptical	of	its	framing	of	the	experi-
ences	of	a	white	woman	at	the	center	of	a
narrative	of	enslavement.	The	piece	fol-
lows	the	white	protagonist’s	process	of
coming	to	terms	with	her	Dutch	ancestors’
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practice	of	slave	ownership	in	the	17th
century.	This	character	battles	with	the
moral	implications	of	her	white	heritage
while	navigating	an	intimate	relationship
with	her	life	partner,	a	person	of	color.	It	is
estimated	that	11	million	African	and	Car-
ibbean	people	were	enslaved	in	the
transatlantic	Slave	Trade,	a	horrific	eco-
nomic	structure	that	benefited	white	mer-
chants	and	traders,	and	created	troubling,
long-lasting	inequalities	for	black	people
across	the	globe.	And	yet:	we	are	still
overwhelmingly	centering	the	narratives	of
white	folks	in	the	context	of	the	transat-
lantic	Slave	Trade.	And	we	–	writers,	di-
rectors,	producers,	performers,	audience
members	–	are	responsible	for	interrogat-
ing	this	pattern.

Performance	remains	a	resonant	form	in
part	because	it	provides	lenses	through
which	we	may	view	and	understand	our
cultures	and	our	structures.	If	Port	Cities
NYC	asks	us	to	take	a	closer	look	at	our
shared	history	and	the	cultural	forces	at
play,	then	it	is	only	fair	to	consider	the	fol-
lowing:	In	America,	whose	stories	get	told
and	by	whom?	Who	owns	narratives	in
this	country?	Whose	narratives	have	his-
torically	been	explored	and	taken	seriously
in	public	spaces?	Whose	narratives	have
accessed	the	resources	required	to	be
produced	and	reach	wider	audiences?
While one director can only be held so ac-
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While	one	director	can	only	be	held	so	ac
countable	to	an	entire	system,	it	is	worth
considering	the	larger	landscape	in	which
this	piece	is	situated.

As	Syreeta	McFadden	so	perfectly	states
at	The	Guardian,	“The	dominant	narrative
of	American	identity,	one	centered	in
whiteness	and	its	aesthetics,	is	one	that
black	American	artists	have	explored,	con-
fronted	and	challenged	since	the	nation’s
beginning…	But	those	efforts,	while	van-
guard	and	significant,	have	stayed	at	the
mainstream’s	margins.”	For	this	reason,	I
have	to	ask	more	of	works	that	frame	and
re-frame,	center	and	re-center	the	experi-
ences	of	white	folks	in	the	context	of	slav-
ery,	colonialism,	and	oppression.	The	time
to	center	narratives	of	descendants	of	en-
slaved	people	is	long	overdue.	To	be	sure,
framing	a	piece	around	the	experience	of
a	white	woman	will	resonate	with	some
audience	members	who	may	otherwise	be
apathetic	to	the	histories	of	the	marginal-
ized.	But	the	narratives	of	people	of	color
have	too	long	remained	on	the	margins	of
American	cultural	creation	and	consump-
tion.	It	is	time	to	for	their	stories	to	be	cen-
ter	stage.
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