Nelghborhood Writing Alliance takes to the stage

By Nina Motz
SPECIAL TOH THE TERELEE

Howr much do you really know
aboul the people who share our
city—be il the person next to you
on the “L.° train or in line at the
grocery store?

The annual Chicage Humankies
Festival, now in iis 19th year, is
generally known for s Inberma-
tional roster of big namos that fy
irybo owm s gueest speakers and
peer{ormers

Bul the event (continuing
through Mov 163 can always be
counted on to feabure local groups,
many of which get little press at-
tention during the rest of the year,
imeluding the Nelghborhood Wiit-
ing Alliance, which ks teaming up
with Chicago Danztheatre for a
performance Nov 2 at fhe New-
berry Library called “Unheard
Vajews and Owvorlooked ldeas ™

The writing group, which also
publishes the quarterly “Journal of
Ordinary Thought™ (featuring the
work of 1ts members), s princi-
pally focused on Chicagoans shar-
ing their own stories. Ina world
that couldn't care |ess aboul you as
an individual, why be anonymoas
in the city whene you live? The
writers group is like one glant

Chicago mﬁmm 5 D F'.].rmt {from left ), Morgan Christisrmen and
Wiannapa P-Eubanks will perfonm Beoe. 2 at the Hewberry Library,

wter cooler

O as program director Rupal
Soni explained, “It's about normal
people talking about the questions
that they re thinking alb=ul, as
opposed to having the media and
othier bigper systems—palitical
pariies andd ihe people running the
diebatos —decide what we should be
talking alour”

For this year's event at the Ha
manities Fest, 15 writers will pec-
i m thelr work in collaboration
with Chicago Danzthealre, anon
soqmble that blends aspects of tradi
tional theater (in this case, direct
address through monologue), phys

peal theater (sxpreting dory and
emotlon through body language)
and multimedia (slide propections
and film). “The mode] is that every
person is a philosopher and that
averyone has a story to tell” said
Sonk ~It's less o writing workshop
aboul grammar and punctuation
them aboant whal themes ane oom-
ing cul, what issues.are we talking
about hepeT"

Which means the groug is peloc-
tant 1o single out any of its writers
wha have had seoess gelting thear
work publishied cutside the jouwr
nal. When [ asked Sonl abowt this,
alve sald, “That's the hardest part

aboul explaining what wo do. It
nast oar mikssion (o urn peogde iInto
publizhed authors, We certainly
encourage it, but we don't have the
resources for that.™

Plus, “sometimes that becomes o
slippery shope becanss it changes
the atmaspheme arud the writing
workshops then become about
form and structure”™ rather than
about the stories themae]ves.

1 spoke with two members of the
Neighborhood Writing Alllance
aboul thelr experiences and the
upcoming Humanithes Fest svent.

Eay Frances, who attends work-
shops on the West Side, will per
form a story from her recent past,
when she was visiting her mother
in Englewood hack in 2004, There
was & block pariy that dayg, and a
shooting oocurred

“To my surprise, nobody stopped
whal they were doing bo se¢ what
hed happenisd,” @id Franoes.
“They heand the shots, they saw
the police, but no ome stopped do-
ing what they were doing.”

It was an image alse couldnt
ahake, “1 tried to get rid of it Bl
s things just get on the inside
of wour, andd this just stuck to me.”

Frances sabd she hadn't done
mach writing before polning the
group four years ago. “Only as a
childh 1 hsd a diary Like all little
girls do”

Wheen | asked about her style she
tobd mee, <1 think | write converis-

thonally because [ like to talk, |
think that’s my styke—m talking
b another person. I'm alking to
youi; |'m having a eorversad bon
with you; I'm sharing me with
you.”

The themes are broader in Phil-
lis Humphries' poem, in which sh
breaks dowmn the meaning of de-
MHCTAcY “For each letter | wiole
about semething that democrcy
standds for™ she smid.

“It's almost like how the kids o
“Hesame Street” bearn the alphals
T Deter not from equality mind?
men of ordinary optimiam over-
coming doubis’ So it goes ike
amt=1 wse e@ch letter o fod Uhe
words that would match the idoa
what democracy means b me. ™

Lately af her wiriters group on
the South Side, the election seaso
has prompeled a number of con
versations about what it msans 1
b an A bcan.,

“We've discussed how people s
asking Obama if he's patrodis
because several times b wasn't
WeArng a ﬂ.;u; pin. Do [ Borwe b
wear a flag pin for you o ldentifly
e as an American? If | wear a L
pin or if 1 have a flag hanging on
the front porch. would you say 15
more patriolic than Uhie moach per
son who doesn't* 'We use Symbal
b sy 50 many things, but what .
the symbaols really saying?™
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