
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
Dramaturgical Notes -  125th & FREEdom 
 
It is 2019, and we are in Harlem, the cultural 
capital of the Black world. 125th Street is its 
heart, pumping the lifeblood of a diasporic 
people on street corners and all along its 
concrete sidewalks. This is where Malcolm 
X spoke less than 50 years ago. This is the 
home of the historic Apollo Theatre. 
Langston Hughes’s brownstone is just a 
couple of blocks away, and Lenox Lounge, 
home to iconic artists like Miles Davis, John 
Coltrane and Billie Holiday, has recently 
been razed and replaced with a Wells Fargo 
Bank. This is but a symptom of the global impact of gentrification on our black geographies, our 
cities, our sacred lands, and cultural hot zones of power. And while it is true that gentrification carries 
the possibility of job creation, affordable housing, and more commercial spaces to serve residents 
and attract visitors, in Harlem, and in black cities world-wide, gentrification has come with an 
insidious cost of displacement. This displacement carries an emotional and cultural cost for the 
people who hold the histories of this land sacred in our memories and continued everyday living. It 
is a cost that we cannot afford to ignore, because we are more than material capitalist profit and 
individual gain. We are people living our full lives and carrying traditions, inner joy, and radiant energy 
meant to thrive.  
 
Dr. Barbara Ann Teer knew this to be true, and it was her deep knowledge and love of Harlem and 
its people that fueled her work as founder of the National Black Theatre in 1969. This cultural 
institution founded on spiritual principles and universal laws rooted in self and community love has 
grown with Harlem for 50 years and continues her legacy. Dr. Teer understood the importance of 
building a network of culturally conscious people who would sustain Harlem through entrepreneurial 
leadership and cultural education in ways that generate soul-medicine and inspiration to counter the 
disempowerment so commonly experienced in our inner cities as a result of the intense disparities 
born of capitalism and systemic policies and tactics that often seek to silence people power and our 
ever-evolving liberation praxis.  
 



 

It is no accident that director, choreographer, and poet Ebony Noelle Golden’s 125th & FREEdom 
has been selected by National Black Theatre as its closing ritual performance for this 50th anniversary 
season before initiating an exciting revitalization of the building housing it. Indeed, it is poetic justice 
in a most culturally resonant and necessary way. Golden understands her multi-site specific, 
immersive, choreographic ritual performance as part of a continuum guided by Dr. Teer’s vision and 
legacy. And on Saturday, June 8th, National Black Theatre will initiate the first of four five-hour 
Saturdays of this durational, ritual performance along 125th Street from the East River to the Hudson.  
In 125th & FREEdom, Libra, the great-great-great granddaughter of Harriet Tubman, returns from 
the future to help free her people, The Tribe of Emancipated Drapetomaniacs. This tribe is nomadic. 
They have banded together for survival. They are farmers, ritualists, way-makers, and teachers who 
can “trouble time.” Thus, 125th & FREEdom takes those who join its procession on a non-linear 
journey that merges present with distant future and past, asking us all to consider what we’re willing 
to do to get free. While the ritual performance probes the effects of gentrification, it is most deeply 
rooted in the idea of a “liberated afro-future” that is ongoing. It is an “emancipation project” that 
centers ritual practices of the black diaspora such that traditional boundaries between audience and 
performers do not exist. Instead, in 125th & FREEdom, all taking the journey together will be invited 
to remember, mourn, and celebrate Harlem sparked by Golden’s choreography and poetic 
incantations, protest songs, chants, and communally shared, interactive rituals. 
 
Throughout the ritual performance, there will be stops at important Harlem locations for retellings 
of history alongside a collective revisioning of a self-determined current and future Harlem. In this 
way, Golden’s 125th & FREEdom inspires, heals, and seeks to discover new ways to harmonize the 
tensions catalyzed by this latest wave of gentrification in the tradition cultivated by National Black 
Theatre throughout its 50 years of cultural service and creative brilliance in Harlem. Indeed, at its 
core, 125th & FREEdom is a communal rite, marking our passage from one way of being to another, 
reminding us that we are simply moving through yet another life cycle as a people inspired by our 
infinite legacies of soul, deep love, and liberation. As Golden’s Tribe of Drapetomaniacs remind us 
in song, “we are freedom bound,” because that is one of the primary imperatives at the foundation 
of our diasporic narrative on this side of the Atlantic and beyond. We have never lost our true power 
to reframe our future on our own terms. 125th & FREEdom is testimony to that.  
 


