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background of unidentifiable linear motifs.”® Her designs drawn in crayons and
pen depicted ancestral figures, demons, angels, and chimeras. Because the drawings
sprang from spiritual sources they underscored the permeable boundaries between
the spiritual and natural worlds. Minnie Evans was compelled to “draw or die,” to
communicate with the spirit world through her art, or else, risk losing her sanity in
the earthly sphere.

The fully staged version of Praise House appeared at the Brooklyn Academy
of Music in November 1991. It featured an elaborate set by Leni Schwendinger,
text by Angelyn DeBord, music by Tiye Giraud and Carl Riley, and was co-
choreographed by Jawole Zollar and Pat Hall Smith. Describing the production,
Veta Goler writes: “[T]he set gives the impression of a painting in motion. Angled
clotheslines filled with laundry crisscross the stage. Umbrellas of various sizes
and colors stand and lie here and there around the space.”® During the course of the
play the performers used the set properties for entrances and exits. Dancers burst
from umbrellas or appeared from behind the hanging laundry as mischievous
“angels” waiting to play with Hannah. Their sudden appearances helped to create
a sense of fantastical surprise. The moving laundry also served as a reference point
for the spiritual symbols that located the action in the metaphysical sphere. In Act
II the hanging patterns of the laundry were actually reshaped to imitate angel wings
in flight.

Zollar’s Praise House, like the community churches of the same name, enables
emotive expression of African American cultural values. Underlying both the stage
production and the film Praise House are three important motifs from the African
American worldview: 1) communication between the world of the living and the
spiritual world, 2) the presence of ancestral storytellers or guides who remind the
living of the past, and 3) the use of music and dance to emote and to communicate
with spirits. Praise House uses these African American performance metaphors to
attest to the importance of spirituality in the expression of artistry. Each of the
above elements converges to create a theatrical world where the younger generation,
represented by the character of Hannah, is able to overcome her personal challenges
through her increasing acceptance of the spirit world.

Communication between the world of the living and the spiritual world is
presumed inreligious texts and accomplished in African American Christian practice
through the words of the preacher, words that are often underscored by communal
chants, hymns, and praise songs recited by the congregation. On a personal level
spirits guides (or angels in Christian theology) speak to adherents and give them
insight into their lives. The central character of Praise House (Hannah) exists in a
world in which the borders between the spirit world and the material world are
always permeable. At the same time, Praise House reflects a West African (Yoruba)
perspective of the spirit world siphoned through the African American experience.
Although the images are couched in Christian iconography—crosses, angels, and
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Grandmother talks about putting on her “purple dress,” and wearing a “white scarf”
and “white shoes.” These refer to the clothing that a person might wear in the
afterlife where they will presumably join the “chorus of angels.” She is “crossing
the water,” to join “those who have moved on,” in the land of “wings.” The use of
metaphoric language to refer to elements of spirituality is a holdover from the
nineteenth century when African Americans, in many cases, were forbidden from
worshipping their traditional deities on the plantation. Field workers frequently
couched discussion of the Gods in vague and referential language in order to avoid
punishment. Many slaves also mixed religious references and associations as they
created a new syncretistic form of worship. African Diaspora religions, like Santeria,
Voodun, Candomblé, and Macumba, fused Christian imagery with Yoruba and
other spiritual beliefs. Metaphoric language allowed for creative flexibility in
assessing who (or which spirits) a person was referring to.

Spiritual references in Praise House worked on a number of levels. Jawole
evoked the sense of the Southern religious meeting hall in song, dance, character
development, and language. Yet the story itself, with its depiction of Hannah’s
internal struggle with the angels, demonstrated the relevance, the cathartic potential,
of visionary experiences. Scenes with the angels, the mother, and the grandmother
only underscored the clear message of “draw or die.” Zollar seems to be saying
that African American communities, in order to survive, must connect with the
spiritual visions that motivate them, and freely express the artistry inside of their
souls.

Urban Bush Women toured Praise House for about two years before it was
retired from the company repertory. The culminating show was at the Brooklyn
Academy of Music. The Praise House film aired for a season on PBS, then little
was published about the production. At its premiere the New York press cautiously
praised the production with Jennifer Dunning providing the most insightful
commentary. “Praise House,” she writes, “is like a revivalist church service and it
makes its point that visionaries are among us in the most ordinary of people. Like
worshipers who, caught up in those services, begin to speak in tongues.”? Indeed
the production speaks in the people’s language to express the complicated nuances
of the African American church. It reinterprets the ecstatic ideals of “the shout”
within a public theatrical forum, and in the process reveals how women’s rage can
be transformed into visionary art.
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