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The story depends upon every one of us to come into being. It 

needs us all, needs our remembering, understanding, and creating 

what we have heard together to keep on coming into being.  
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Abstract 

The Matter of Memory: 

Visual and Performative Witnessing of the Greensboro Massacre 

 

Michael Scott Pryor, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Randolph R. Lewis 

 
This report explores the role of documentary art in the constitution of collective memory 
in Greensboro, North Carolina, between the years 1999 and 2004. In that city on 
November 3, 1979, Ku Klux Klan and Nazis killed five labor organizers in broad 
daylight. Television news crews, on site to cover the anti-Klan march scheduled for that 
day, captured the killings on film. In spite of this evidence, all-white juries twice 
acquitted the Klan/Nazis of any wrongdoing. In the weeks and months that followed the 
massacre, city officials and mainstream media sought to disassociate Greensboro from 
the event, generating a master narrative that portrayed both the Klan/Nazis and labor 
organizers as outsiders, and the city as an innocent bystander. This narrative covered up 
the fact that the Greensboro police had extensive prior knowledge about the potential for 
violence, and yet were mysteriously absent when the Klan/Nazis arrived on the scene. In 
a third trial—a civil suit brought against the city by survivors of the shooting—Klan and 
police were found jointly liable for wrongful death. Twenty-five years later, the massacre 
and its aftermath served as the impetus for the first Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
in the United States. In the years leading up to the Commission, six artists—including the 
author—made or presented artwork in Greensboro about the killings. Importantly, none 
of the artists were from Greensboro or had any direct connection to the massacre. 
However, through their creative processes and final artworks, they made an implicit 
claim about the political relevance of remembering and engaging with the full history of 
November 3, 1979. Collectively, the art spanned a variety of mediums, including theater, 
paintings, music, and dance. Through interviews with the artists, archival research, and 
qualitative analysis, this report argues that the artists helped to generate the potential for 
an expanded, poly-vocal collective memory of the massacre. They did this through 
practices of citation and translation—converting the archive of factual history into 
aesthetic and material forms—that made the events of November 3, 1979 available to 
community members for encounter and interpretation in the present.  
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Prologue 

April 29, 2002    

I turn left and park the car where the pavement meets temporary pasture. One lone 

oak tree provides shade on this bright April afternoon. The green grass, rich in color from 

the springtime warmth, is interrupted here and there by mounds of dirt, the only sign 

suggesting the recent presence of bulldozers. Otherwise, the large field is sparse and 

open, with the exception of a few scattered trees. The open space is bounded on three 

sides by east Greensboro neighborhoods and, on the fourth, by Morningside Cemetery. 

The emptiness of the space belies the teeming presence there, the ghostly shapes 

of buildings recently razed to make way for a new housing project. The old one—

Morningside Homes—had fallen into disrepair. Undoubtedly, new well-built houses will 

be welcome—a much-needed upgrade. But stories have been circulating about how 

people were evicted from their homes, disheveled as they may have been, without any 

guarantee that they would be able to call the soon-to-be-built Hope VI houses their own. 

For a piece of land so recently full of buildings and streets and people who made it their 

home, the large field before me is eerily quiet.  

I am here to prepare myself emotionally and spiritually for a performance. 

Tonight I will present my undergraduate senior thesis to the Guilford College 

community, a thesis that I have worked on for nearly half my undergraduate tenure, for 

which I have written a collection of songs to tell the story of the Greensboro Massacre 

and its aftermath. Tonight I will sing those songs in public for the first time. I am trying 

to make sense of the artistic, intellectual, political, emotional, and communal journey that 
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I have been on for the past year and a half, a journey that has made November 3, 1979 

arguably more important to me than any other date. I am here to gather strength and 

inspiration, to commune with the ghosts that linger in this place.  

I have watched countless hours of film footage and poured over hundreds of 

pictures of the very place where I now stand. This is the ground where members of the 

Ku Klux Klan and Neo-Nazi party gunned down labor organizers Cesar Cauce, Michael 

Nathan, Bill Sampson, Sandy Smith, and Jim Waller on November 3, 1979. But in spite 

of this meticulous research, I hardly recognize the space. The landscape constructed in 

my head from fragmentary documentary images is almost entirely different from the one 

before me. Without the physical structures of Morningside Homes—the public housing 

complex featured so prominently in the background of the film footage from November 

3—I am disoriented, unclear where to face or direct my attention.   

Fortunately, the enormous oak tree remains, like a Rosetta stone, making the 

strange, flattened landscape legible: Michael fell somewhere around here, in the middle 

of the street; Jim was shot in the back over there under the tree; Cesar went down in the 

grass by the street corner; Bill was on the grass on the other side of the street; and 

Sandy, well, I never could place Sandy because she was never shown in the footage. I 

think she would have been somewhere over there where the new community center now 

stands. However, these are all approximations. The only things that provide a sense of 

continuity between the physical present and my imagination of the past are the oak tree 

and the corner of Everitt and Bingham Streets. But “Bingham” is a new name for what 

used to be Carver Street. The corner of Everitt and Carver Streets was where it happened. 
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The new name feels like a deliberate if partial effacement of one of the only remaining 

markers of the place.  

At the performance I do my best to make that plot of earth sound. Borrowing the 

tune of Woody Guthrie’s song “1913 Massacre,” I try to sing as much detail as possible, 

narrating the events as they unfolded on that day: “On this Saturday morning, folks 

gather around / In Morningside Homes, on the east side of town / For a conference and a 

march to oppose the Klan / That the Communist Worker’s Party has planned.” Singing 

the cycle of nine songs to a crowd of people feels as close to giving birth as I will ever 

come. Survivors of November 3 are in the room. I sing the stories that they told me. I also 

sing the stories that jumped out at me from newspaper clippings, like the one of the 

Klansmen saying that the shootings and the subsequent trials had brought him closer 

together with his wife. And I sing about my own place in the story, about the choice 

before me and others like me of whether to engage with the history of this tragedy: “I am 

a child who wasn’t even born / This had nothing to do with me / I’m forgetting, I am free 

/ And I’m riding east away into the morning.”  
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Introduction 

To write stories concerning exclusions and invisibilities is to write ghost 
stories. To write ghost stories implies that ghosts are real, that is to say, 
that they produce material effects. To impute a kind of objectivity to 
ghosts implies that, from certain standpoints, the dialectics of visibility 
and invisibility involve a constant negotiation between what can be seen 
and what is in the shadows….Why would we want to write such stories?  

- Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters1  

 

I begin with Avery Gordon’s question: Why would we want to write such stories? 

The “we” is a group of five artists, myself included, who made documentary artwork in 

the 1990s and early 2000s about a common historical event: the shooting deaths of five 

labor organizers by Klan and neo-Nazis on November 3, 1979, in Greensboro, North 

Carolina. Collectively, these artists worked in a variety of mediums: music, theater, 

painting, and dance. As a result, they expand Gordon’s question: Why would we want to 

act, dance, sing, paint, and film such stories? As I will show, each artist engaged in 

precisely the kind of negotiation Gordon describes, highlighting the relationships 

between the visible and the invisible, the seen and the shadowy realms of historical 

memory vis-à-vis the Greensboro Massacre. As a result, the artworks themselves stand in 

as ghostly hauntings in material form (even if that material form is performance, itself an 

ephemeral, fleeting kind of materiality). They made the ghosts of November 3 visible and 

audible—sensorily available for encounter in the present.  

I use the term “ghost” not to refer to the individuals who died on November 3— 

although they are certainly included—but rather to the specter of the massacre in its 
                                                
1 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, new 
edition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 17. 
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entirety, as an historical occurrence that haunts and acts on the present. As Gordon 

writes, “The ghost is not simply a dead or a missing person, but a social figure, and 

investigating it can lead to that dense site where history and subjectivity make social 

life.”2 Within Greensboro, the massacre was ghostly on two fronts. First, conflicting 

accounts circulated within the community about what actually happened, who was 

involved, and who was to blame. On the one hand, master narratives repeated by city 

officials and frequently supported by mainstream media praised the Greensboro Police 

Department’s handling of the killings and painted the tragedy as a bizarre clash between 

radicals on the right and left who had nothing to do with Greensboro.3 On the other hand, 

counter-narratives also circulated that highlighted the documented evidence that many of 

the labor organizers had longstanding ties in the community, that the police stationed to 

protect the demonstrators were mysteriously told to “take an early lunch” minutes before 

the Klan and Nazis arrived, that they had prior knowledge about the threat of violence 

                                                
2 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 8. 
3 For example, the Greensboro News & Record published an editorial on November 9, 
1979, that read, in part: “Last Saturday’s violence may have occurred here, but geography 
is its only meaningful connection to Greensboro. It was imposed on the community by 
tiny fringe elements seeking a confrontation. Greensboro happened to be the location, its 
citizens the innocent bystanders in this terrible affair.” Later that year, in December, 
1979, Mayor Jim Melvin led the Greensboro city council’s adoption of a resolution 
commending the police on their conduct on November 3 (see Signe Waller, Love & 
Revolution: A Political Memoir (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), 274). 
Furthermore, Cunningham, Nugent, and Slodden found that in 1980, city officials were 
“heavily represented in community dialogues about November 3rd,” while CWP 
members and residents of Morningside Homes “were almost entirely absent.” This 
exclusion of particular voices  “almost certainly skewed the cumulative rendering of the 
November 3rd event, providing a means to create a unified ‘official’ impression that, for 
example, police officers were ‘following procedures’ and that there was general respect 
across races in the community” (see “The Durability of Collective Memory: Reconciling 
the ‘Greensboro Massacre,’” Social Forces 88 (2010): 1538). 
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through an informant within the Klan and a surveillance car that followed the Klan and 

Nazis throughout the morning of November 3, and watched the shootings take place from 

two blocks away. These facts emerged over the course of three separate trials, the third of 

which found members of the Klan and Greensboro Police Department jointly liable for 

the wrongful death of one of the victims. However, in spite of the availability of this 

much more complex narrative about what happened and why, the attenuated master 

narrative held significant sway within the community. 4 

Secondly, compared to the city’s celebrated role as the site of the first student sit-

ins in February 1960, November 3, 1979 was a silenced date in the city’s history. 

According to city leaders, the massacre was a blemish on the face of Greensboro that 

made it hard to attract new business, a critical concern given the movement of textile 

industry jobs to foreign countries in the 1980s and 1990s. As a result, they sought to 

influence the media’s coverage of the massacre by repeating a master narrative that 

placed equal blame on the Klan, Nazis, and CWP, and covered up the role of the 

                                                
4 Geographer and critical race scholar Joshua Inwood has written about the role of master 
narratives in reinforcing racial territorialities by “legitimizing exploitation” and “making 
the violence and racism associated with territorializing practices appear ‘natural’ and 
‘taken for granted.’” In the case of Greensboro, the master narrative employed by city 
officials fit within a larger pattern in the United States of blaming “deviant outsiders” for 
instances of extreme violence: “By constructing events in this way—that the shooting 
happened in the city by was not an event of the city—city government, city boosters, and 
the police were connecting to a territorial imagery that delegitimizes those who question 
hegemonic narratives, and by labeling their actions as wildly outside of mainstream 
political discourse, an official opinion develops that the WVO invited violence on 
themselves.” See Joshua Inwood, “Righting Unrightable Wrongs: Legacies of Racial 
Violence and the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission,” Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 102 (2012): 1-18, last accessed August 9, 2012, 
doi: 10.1080/00045608.2011.603647. 
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Greensboro Police Department.5  It was only a small group of community organizers—

mostly survivors of the shootings—who actively sought to remember the event in all its 

complexity, who tried to circulate counter-narratives about what happened and why, and 

who interpreted the present-day injustices they confronted in their day-to-day work as 

symptoms of an unresolved past.6  

The picture began to change in the mid-1990s when renowned playwright Emily 

Mann wrote a play about November 3 called “Greensboro: A Requiem.” Mann calls her 
                                                
5 The Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission (GTRC) found that, “In the 
wake of the killings, city leaders (formal and informal) appeared more concerned with 
protecting the city’s image and clamping down on citizen protest in the interest of 
‘security,’ than with meeting the needs of its most vulnerable citizens and helping the 
community process the event and heal.” To support this finding, the GTRC cites 
examples of city officials attempting to influence media coverage and repress the 
circulation of evidence of the GDP’s implication in the killings. See GTRC Final Report, 
306-307.  
6 On an individual level, several survivors and family members of the five victims have 
produced important works of scholarship and art that document the history of November 
3 and commemorate those slain. David Sampson, for example, composed a concerto in 
memory of his slain brother, Bill (see Leslie Kandell, “Transcending a Painful Moment in 
History,” New York Times, October 20, 1996). See also Sally Bermanzohn, Through 
Survivors’ Eyes (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2003); and Waller, Love and 
Revolution (2002). On an institutional level, the primary vehicles for this commemorative 
work were the Greensboro Justice Fund (GJF) and the Beloved Community Center 
(BCC). The GJF was established in 1985 with the settlement money from the civil suit 
ruling that found Klan and Greensboro police officers jointly liable for wrongful death. 
Its mission was to honor and carry on the work of the five killed on November 3. In 
cooperation with the BCC, the GJF organized the tenth, fifteenth, and twentieth 
anniversary commemorations of the massacre. According to Marty Nathan, who was 
Executive Director of the Fund from 1992 until its dissolution in 2009, the GJF also 
distributed over $300,000 in small grants to “grassroots groups who often find it hard or 
impossible to obtain funding from mainstream foundations for their vital work” (Quoted 
in Bermanzohn, Through Survivors’ Eyes, 347). The BCC, founded and directed by 
Nelson and Joyce Johnson in Greensboro, works toward “social and economic relations 
that affirm and realize the equality, dignity, worth, and potential of every person” 
(www.belovedcommunitycenter.org, accessed August 8, 2012). While not expressly 
focused on carrying on the legacy of the five victims of November 3, the BCC was 
instrumental in organizing the Greensboro truth and reconciliation process.  
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plays “theater of testimony” because the scripts consist entirely of verbatim material. “A 

Requiem” drew from courtroom transcripts, archival documents, and interviews that she 

had conducted with people connected to the history of November 3. The play premiered 

at the McCarter Theater in Princeton, New Jersey in 1996 and was performed in 

Greensboro for the first time in November 1999 at the University of North Carolina at 

Greensboro (UNCG) as part of a series of events commemorating the twentieth 

anniversary of the Klan-Nazi killings.  

In the wake of Mann’s initial documentary artwork about November 3, 1979, a 

cluster of additional works emerged in the early 2000s, made primarily by students in 

area colleges and universities. In 2002 Andy Coon released a feature length documentary 

film that began as a class assignment at UNCG and I wrote a cycle of narrative folk songs 

for my Guilford College senior thesis. In 2004, Aliene Howell made a collection of oil 

paintings as part of her BFA thesis at Guilford; Erin Brown Craven documented the story 

through her MFA thesis dance concert at UNCG; and Jeremy Eaton, a theatre major at 

Guilford, wrote and produced a play comprised of monologues based on interviews with 

community members. All of these artists were born and raised in other parts of the United 

States and they only learned about the massacre after moving to Greensboro to attend 

school. 

At the same time, survivors of the massacre and a small group of allies began 

organizing the Greensboro Truth and Community Reconciliation Project (hereafter 

referred to as the Project), an extensive grassroots initiative that would lead eventually to 
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an independent truth and reconciliation commission.7 The Project officially began its 

work in 2002, and two years later, in June 2004, the seven-member Greensboro Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (GTRC) was sworn-in and was charged with the task of 

examining the “context, causes, sequence, and consequences of the events of November 

3, 1979.”8 The story of the documentary artworks that came out of this five-year period 

(1999-2004) is inextricably linked to the larger story of the Project and the GTRC 

(referred to collectively hereafter as “the truth process”). Indeed, it is likely that several 

of the artworks wouldn’t have been made at all if it weren’t for the truth process. This is 

particularly true for Erin Brown Craven’s dance piece “Revolutionary Edges (Memories 

Unheard)” and Jeremy Eaton’s collection of monologues, both of which have seeds in the 

community meetings organized by the Project. And while earlier works such as my songs 
                                                
7 Truth commissions first emerged in the 1970s as a tool of transition, usually employed 
in the context of nation-states attempting to move from an oppressive governmental 
regime to a more open, democratic society. According to Priscilla Hayner, the general 
goal of truth commissions is “to address the past in order to change the policies, 
practices, and even relationships in the future, and to do so in a manner that respects and 
honors those who were affected by the abuses.” See Hayner, Unspeakable Truths, 2nd 
Edition (New York: Routledge, 2011), 13.   
8 The Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission (GTRC) was the first 
commission in the United States to be explicitly modeled on the TRCs in South Africa, 
Peru, and elsewhere. It was charged with the task of examining the “context, causes, 
sequence and consequence of the events of November 3, 1979,” when five labor 
organizers were killed by members of the Ku Klux Klan and Neo-Nazi Party. Over the 
course of two years, from June 2004 to May 2006, the GTRC conducted extensive 
archival research and took over 200 statements from persons directly and indirectly 
involved with the killings, including victims, victims’ family members, Klan members, 
police officers, media personnel, clergy, community leaders, and politicians, among 
others. The GTRC also held three public hearings, at which sixty people were invited to 
speak before the commissioners and members of the community. The GTRC compiled a 
400-page final report and delivered it to the Greensboro community in a ceremony on 
May 25, 2006. The report included findings and specific recommendations for how 
Greensboro might reconcile the events of November 3, 1979, and move forward as a 
more just community. See GTRC Final Report (2006), http://www.greensborotrc.org. 
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or Andy Coon’s documentary film existed before the truth process, it’s also true that the 

truth process provided multiple occasions for these earlier works to recirculate within the 

community.  

Slight variances in origin and diversity of medium aside, all of the artists under 

consideration here made work about November 3, 1979 because they felt that the events 

had been silenced, erased, or misremembered in mainstream accounts of Greensboro’s 

otherwise storied legacy of civil rights struggle. In other words, they made their work at 

least partially out of a desire to document this history in a way that would make it more 

visible and audible. My use of the term “documentary artworks” to describe what the 

Greensboro artists made expands on Carol Martin’s definition of documentary theatre. 

Martin writes that authors of documentary theatre “interrogate specific events…precisely 

through the creation of their own version of events.” One of the distinguishing features of 

this kind of theatre is its exploitation of video, film, tape recorders, radio, copy machines, 

and computers—technology that “enables replication” and constitutes a “primary factor 

in the transmission of knowledge.”9 Building on the work of performance studies 

scholars Richard Schechner and Diana Taylor, Martin highlights the complex sequence of 

migrations, beginning with the behavior implicit in the original event, that behavior’s 

documentation in the historical archive and then the repeated behavior constituted by the 

public performance of documentary theatre.10 

                                                
9 Carol Martin, “Bodies of Evidence,” TDR 50 (2006): 9. 
10 Martin, “Bodies,” 10. See also Richard Schechner, “Restoration of Behavior,” in 
Between Theater and Anthropology (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1985), 35-116; and Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
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The artworks that I consider below share the above characteristics with 

documentary theatre. The artists in this study all interrogated the events of November 3 

by creating their own artistic and aesthetic versions of the events. Furthermore, while not 

all of the artworks were performed “live” in the sense that Martin uses the term, all of the 

artists did use technology and archival research to produce their works, and all of the 

works did reconstitute in a variety of ways—whether on film, in body, in song, or in 

paint—the historical archive of the Greensboro Massacre.  

This reconstitution of the archive involves the exact kind of negotiation between 

visibility and invisibility, inclusion and exclusion, that Gordon describes. As Michel-

Rolph Trouillot puts it, albeit in slightly different terms, “any historical narrative is a 

particular bundles of silences.”11 The act of narration therefore requires decisions about 

which silences and which archives will end up constituting a given documentary work. 

These decisions inherently make politically relevant claims about which ghosts are 

opaque and which ones are transparent, about which silences are permissible, and which 

ones are not. Of particular interest to me here is the fact that all the artists considered 

below had no direct connection to the Greensboro Massacre. They had no direct memory 

of it, and two of them weren’t even born when it happened. Ostensibly, from the 

perspective of Greensboro, these artists occupied a position as outsider to a story that was 

not theirs. How did they make work from that position? 

To answer this question I turn to what Marianne Hirsch calls “postmemory.”  

Hirsch coined the term to denote the transmission of trauma down through descendants of 
                                                
11 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), 27. 
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Holocaust survivors.12 However, it provides useful insight into how memories of 

traumatic experiences are passed down through generations. The “memories” for the so-

called second-generation are not memories in the literal sense of recall of direct 

experience; rather, Hirsch appends the prefix “post-“ to indicate that the memories of the 

second generation are tied to but distinct from the memories of their parents. The focus of 

Hirsch’s scholarship has been on the ways in which this second generation have inherited 

the traumatic memories of the Holocaust from their parents and extended those memories 

through artistic representation. These acts of postmemory are highly self-reflexive, in 

effect grappling with the past in a way that is fundamentally constituted by and 

generative of the present.  

Significant for my purposes here, Hirsch does not restrict the generation of 

postmemory to people filially bonded to survivors of traumatic pasts. She also 

acknowledges the variety of ways in which people who have no direct or familial ties to a 

specific history might come to identify with that history and develop postmemories about 

it. Hirsch describes these postmemories as “affiliative,” which are distinct from the 

“filial” postmemories of the descendants of the survivors.13 The concepts of affiliative 

postmemory and “intra-generational horizontal identification” (rather than 

“intergenerational vertical identification”) provide a useful conceptual framework for 

thinking about how artists in Greensboro came to make works about a historical past that 

they did not directly experience or have familial ties to. A rich and horizontal web of 

affiliative conversations and relationships between artists and survivors, and between 
                                                
12 Marianne Hirsch, “The Generation of Postmemory,” Poetics Today 29 (2008): 106.  
13 Hirsh, “Postmemory,” 114. 
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artists and artists formed the foundation for ostensibly “outsider” college students to 

make art that lived very much “inside” the history of the massacre. The generosity with 

which survivors shared their memories and reflections on November 3 was a major piece 

of what made this web of affiliation possible. Indeed, for myself and the other artists, the 

survivors’ support for our creative projects was the difference between making art about 

an ossified past and art about a past that had meaning and relevance for people in the 

present. The profound experience of “giving birth” to my songs in 2002 was rooted in 

this crucial difference. In other words, the means of generating postmemory opened the 

door for us as artists to enter into creative relationship with the ghosts of November 3. 

Through multiple interviews with artists, analysis of diverse artistic works, and 

direct participant research, this paper seeks to cast light on a piece of the larger story that 

hasn’t been explored in depth: the role of documentary art in the larger community 

dialogue about and debate over the historical memory of November 3, 1979. As such, I 

do not fully address the many details of what happened before, during, and after the 

massacre. Nor do I describe the long and complicated history of civil rights struggle that 

preceded November 3, or the historic truth and reconciliation process that eventually 

provided the city with a new way to think about its past. Greensboro has a long history of 

projecting a progressive, forward-thinking image, while in practice retaining outmoded, 

conservative, and, in extreme cases, racist and xenophobic practices.14 This recurring 

pattern directly impacted the killings and the truth process, as well as the artworks I 

examine here. While the larger picture is incomplete without this larger historical context, 
                                                
14 See William Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights: Greensboro, North Carolina, and the 
Black Struggle for Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 3-10. 
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it has been thoroughly described and documented elsewhere.15 In this essay, my goal is to 

ruminate on how artists made work about the massacre that registered on political, 

emotional, and historical levels, and how that may have affected the larger discourse 

about and collective memory of November 3, 1979. 

I begin with Emily Mann’s play “Greensboro: A Requiem,” and specifically with 

its 1999 staging in Greensboro on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of the killings. 

Mann is distinct from the other artists under consideration for several reasons. She is a 

longtime resident of Princeton, New Jersey, where she is the artistic director of the 

McCarter Theater; she has never lived in Greensboro. She learned about the killings in 

the early 1990s when NBC invited her to write a screenplay. The network producers 

wanted her to write a documentary theater-style courtroom drama, and they presented 

November 3, 1979 as one of several potential subjects she could choose from.16 In other 

words, unlike the rest of the artists considered here, who learned about the Greensboro 

killings through their residency in the city, Mann learned about them from afar. 

Furthermore, she was a well-established, highly acclaimed documentary theater 

playwright when she wrote “Greensboro: A Requiem.” For all the other artists considered 

here, their work about November 3, 1979 was their first major artistic undertaking, and 

they carried out their creative work at least partially in fulfillment of undergraduate and 

graduate school requirements.  

                                                
15 See Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights; Scott Pryor, “A Direction of Truth and Love: 
Representation, Bearing Witness, and the History of November 3, 1979” (Undergraduate 
thesis, Guilford College, 2002); and Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
Final Report, (2006). 
16 Emily Mann, interview with the author, April 11, 2012.  
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However, I include and begin with Mann for two reasons. First, her work opened 

the door for those who followed by providing an example for what documentary art could 

accomplish in terms of its ability to make claims about historical memory. In at least two 

cases (myself and Erin Brown Craven), Mann’s play was used as primary source material 

from which to build our own respective artworks. Secondly, the 1999 staging of 

“Greensboro: A Requiem” was a critical turning point in the grassroots struggle to help 

Greensboro come to terms with the history of November 3, 1979. The seeds of the 

Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission can be traced to survivors’ response to 

Mann’s play.17 This lineage is important because it highlights the way in which Mann’s 

play haunts the truth process, and, by extension, the other artworks that were made in the 

shadow of the truth process. While other artworks likely would have emerged without the 

precedent of “A Requiem,” the play did so much to much to reinvigorate the memory of 

November 3 within the local consciousness that it must be thought of in terms of an 

originary work that helped pave the way for the the art that came afterward.  

From Mann, I move to Aliene Howell’s series of oil paintings, collectively titled 

“The Greensboro Massacre Paintings,” Erin Brown Craven’s multi-media dance concert 

“Revolutionary Edges (Memories Unheard),” and Jeremy Eaton’s collection of interview-

based monologues, “You Know What Happened.” In each artist profile, I am interested in 

four questions: First, what was the work and how did it portray November 3, 1979? 

Second, why did the artist make work about the killings? Third, what creative process did 
                                                
17 As November 3 survivor and truth process organizer Signe Waller recounted, “[The 
play] was a real shift in the public consciousness of what that event was about. I think 
that that gave a lot of momentum to the plans which ensued about having a truth 
commission” (interview with the author, April 26, 2012).  
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the artist undertake to make her work? And finally, what (if any) was the relationship 

between the artist’s creative process and her involvement with the truth and reconciliation 

process? Behind these specific questions is the larger statement and prompt from Avery 

Gordon that opens this essay: “To write stories concerning exclusions and invisibilities is 

to write ghost stories….Why would we want to write such stories?”18 Also, given the 

diverse mediums at play in the artworks, there is the expanded question of what happens 

when artists give historical memory material, performative form—in bodies on stage, in 

melodies in song, and in paint on canvas? 

It is important to note that my creative work as a singer/songwriter and political 

work as a community organizer with the Project also shadows these questions and the 

profiles of artists whom I know personally. In the case of Erin Brown Craven, my 

presence is direct; she choreographed part of “Revolutionary Edges (Memories 

Unheard)” to one of my songs, which she had me perform live as part of the dance 

concert. My role is less direct, but no less real in the case of Aliene Howell, who learned 

about the killings through my songs, and in the case of Jeremy Eaton, who was a 

volunteer at the Project under my supervision while she was making “You Know What 

Happened.” Howell, Eaton, and I all conversed on multiple occasions while they were in 

the midst of their creative processes. Emily Mann is the only artist considered here with 

whom I do not have a personal relationship.  

These connections, and the fact that I am another artist who made work about 

November 3, 1979, raise the other major question that guides this essay: What happens 

                                                
18 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 17. 
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when artists from diverse disciplines bear witness to common historical events through 

their art, and in close proximity to one another? As I argue below, the artists under 

consideration participated in circulating the specter of the Greensboro Massacre, 

extending the frequency and raising the volume of the haunting of this history—a process 

that generated important works of aesthetic postmemory. The ghost of November 3 — 

encapsulated in its absence from the popular historical record — was given body, shape, 

materiality in these artworks. Furthermore, the artistic circulation of the history of the 

killings had two key material effects: First, the artists, through the process of making 

their work, themselves became implicated in the history of November 3. For several of 

them, this meant that in addition to making their artwork, they became active participants 

in the larger grassroots community effort to organize the Greensboro Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (GTRC). Second, the artworks themselves were employed as 

organizing tools to help generate interest in and support for the truth process. As aesthetic 

vehicles for the ghost of November 3, the works of theater, dance, song, documentary 

film, and painting formed a web of material “signposts” that marked the presence of 

countermemories and historical lacunae, of a story untold and widely unknown. The 

artworks’ presence in the community worked in mutually reinforcing ways—as tools for 

education about the history of November 3, as claims of legitimation and empathy for the 

survivors, and as general inspiration for the grassroots organizers of the truth process.  

In summary, this essay is about the relationship between artists, documentary 

artforms, and the generation of a critical mass of affective attachment to the ghostly 

presence of a silenced day in Greensboro’s history. It is about the role that artists play 
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when they attempt to make art about ghosts, driven by the belief that the people and 

events excised from history are the very things that must be known, or at least accessible, 

and by the claim that the excision itself is as telling and symptomatic of the wound as the 

excised.  
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Artist Profiles 

Emily Mann: “Greensboro: A Requiem” 

The lesson of history is that what occurred is often a series of memories. 
There may be certain things that are undeniable facts. How many shots are 
fired can be a fact, but how those shots are experienced is going to be 
different depending on the human being who either fired them, received 
them, encountered them as they watched a loved one die or watched an 
enemy die. My job is to ask, to show all the truths I can and ask questions 
and not give definitive answers because I don't think, often, in these 
events, there are any. You want to lay out events and let audiences wrestle 
with the moral and ethical questions of it. What does it mean to be a 
human being, an American, what it is to live in a democracy. At the end of 
the day, ``Greensboro: A Requiem'' is a healing piece, a way to help 
people come together.  

- Emily Mann19  

 

Emily Mann learned about the Greensboro Massacre in the early 1990s when 

commissioned by the National Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) to write the screenplay 

for a television drama. NBC was impressed by her previous documentary play, 

“Execution of Justice,” a courtroom drama about the trial of Dan White, who assassinated 

San Francisco Mayor George Moscone and City Supervisor Harvey Milk in 1978. NBC 

asked Mann to write something similar and offered her several historical trials to chose 

from. The civil suit brought by the survivors of November 3 against the city of 

Greensboro was one of the options. As Mann recounted, she was drawn to the story in 

large part because she had not known about it, and because it had a disturbingly 

anachronistic character: “I was shocked that in 1979 and the early 80s, the Klan was still 

getting away with this. I thought I was reading something from the 50s or even the 60s 
                                                
19 Emily Mann, “Playwright Driven By Survivors’ Stories,” Greensboro News & Record, 
October 31, 1999, Page D1. 
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but not the 70s or 80s. So I jumped aboard and started meeting the people who were 

involved.”20 Mann’s decision to write about Greensboro fit into her larger oeuvre of 

documentary-style plays that she calls “theater of testimony,” a format that allows her to 

highlight the words and perspectives of lesser known historical actors. “I do all kinds of 

social justice plays because I want people to hear the truth from those who know what 

they are talking about or who experienced it themselves.” 

If Mann was initially drawn to the story out of her shock at not having known 

about it, she saw the play to fruition because of her relationships with the survivors. NBC 

lost interest in the television movie, and Mann retained the rights to her work. She 

conducted extensive archival research and multiple interviews with survivors, police 

officers, city officials, and several Klansmen. These interviews and the courtroom 

transcripts formed the foundation of the script. When asked why Mann continued on the 

project after NBC backed out, she responded:  

The survivors. I was so impressed by them as human beings. I felt their 
story was so important…They never ever turn their backs on helping other 
people and making the world a better place. Their methods may have 
changed but not their need to do that. We need more people like them in 
the world. I suppose that's why I couldn't let go of this story.21 

 

The play reflects this commitment to the story of the survivors. It also reflects a level of 

collaboration between playwright and her subjects. According to Signe Waller, Mann 

shared an early version of the script with survivors and made at least one major change in 

                                                
20 Emily Mann, interview with the author, April 11, 2012. (Unless otherwise noted, all 
Mann quotations share this citation.) 
21 Emily Mann, quoted in “Playwright Driven by Survivors’ Stories,” Greensboro News 
& Record, October 31, 1999, page D1.  
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response to survivors’ critiques.22 This willingness to give survivors at least some input 

into how they would be portrayed in the play stands in stark contrast to the lack of control 

they had over how they were viewed in the master narrative about the massacre.  

As a result, “A Requiem” bears witness to the survivors, to the personal changes 

they have undergone since November 3, 1979, and to their continued struggle to reckon 

with the past. Unlike the master narrative of the killings, which tends to isolate the 

massacre to a single aberrant day in the life of Greensboro with no grounding in local 

issues, the play examines the context and consequences of this event, and allows the 

various actors to speak for themselves in their own words. In doing so, the play frames 

the massacre as a microcosmic instance of larger issues of racial tension, bigotry, and 

violence endemic to the United States. Over the course of the two acts, Klansmen, Nazis, 

police officers, city officials, lawyers, survivors, and sympathizers all have a voice. These 

voices reflect the organizing work that was being done in the textile mills by the 

Workers’ Viewpoint Organization (the nominal antecedent to the Communist Workers’ 

Party) in the years leading up to 1979. They testify to the roles that the police, city 

leaders, and federal agents played in the months leading up to, and the aftermath of the 

shootings. In the second act, Mann takes a broader view, framing what happened in 

Greensboro as a microcosmic instance of larger themes of racial tension, bigotry, and 

violence endemic to the United States.  
                                                
22 The first draft of “A Requiem” cast the four widows of November 3 as a Greek chorus. 
Survivors, and Sally Bermanzohn in particular, felt that this approach did not do justice to 
the significant role the widows had played in both the labor organizing work before, and 
the trials and memorial events in the aftermath of the massacre. In response to this 
critique, Mann restructured the play so that the widows were cast as discrete characters 
(Signe Waller, interview with the author, April 26, 2012). 



 

 22 

Throughout the play, Mann highlights the relationship between past actions and 

present memory of those actions. She uses archival records such as courtroom transcripts 

and TV news footage to narrate various scenes from November 3 as well as from the 

courtroom and police investigations. The verbatim source material means that these 

scenes are acted out in the present tense. Woven in with these scenes of the “present past” 

are scenes from the interviews that Mann conducted roughly fifteen years after November 

3, 1979. Characters speak in a reflective manner, telling the story in the past tense. The 

play bears witness to the processes of memory and of reckoning with the past. It is 

unequivocally sympathetic toward the survivors, but it does not spare them of critique. 

As Mann put it, theater of testimony is a “pure form”:  

I try to take the real words of people who have gone through an 
extraordinary event and capture their words in all their visceral power to 
tell the story in their own words. And I never, ever twist their meaning for 
my ends. It’s very stringent ethically, in my opinion, how you conduct and 
construct theater of testimony or documentary theater. 

 

One of the most interesting aspects of “A Requiem” is Mann’s decision to include 

herself as a character. While not explicitly stated, the “Interviewer” character is clearly 

the playwright. Mann decided to include herself as a way of telling another story: about 

the journey of someone who didn’t know about the killings, and who eventually, through 

the process of conducting these interviews, learned a great deal. This tactic was a 

departure from Mann’s other plays. As she put it, “usually what I do is make the audience 

me. [But] I just got interested in trying something new….The reasoning was to have 

someone you just watch—you get the information as she does, and your world gets 

rocked as hers did.” Mann’s decision to include her own journey in the play—from not 
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knowing anything to being informed about November 3—makes explicit Avery Gordon’s 

negotiation between what is seen and what is in the shadows, and it makes audible the 

particular silences constitutive of the master narrative.  

In this sense, to have “A Requiem” staged in Greensboro in 1999 as part of the 

twentieth anniversary commemoration of the massacre was a homecoming. Many of the 

people whose words and characters make up the play were in the audience when it 

opened at UNCG’s Taylor Theater on November 3, 1999. But it was the homecoming of 

a story that was replete with ghosts, with absences. As Mann put it, “In Greensboro the 

wounds were not healed [in 1999]. People’s lives were still marked by that day. Their 

whole lives were changed.” However, part of the importance of bringing the play to 

Greensboro was that the survivors were not the only ones in the audience. If Mann’s goal 

was to allow the people who lived November 3, 1979 to tell the story in their own words, 

then the power of the Greensboro production was the audience response to hearing that 

story in depth for the first time.23 After the opening night performance, Mann, director 

Marsha Paludan, survivors of the shootings, and cast members took seats on the stage to 

converse with the audience. Cathy Gant-Hill, staff writer for the Greensboro News & 

Record, remembered the evening this way:  

The play was good, but the opening night talk-back that followed was one 
of the most riveting, moving events I've ever experienced. To call it 
entertaining seems almost to take what happened too lightly. This was 
living history, atonement, education, purging and praising all going on in 
an unrehearsed post-performance audience that included the nationally 
renown playwright, Emily Mann, director Marsha Paludan, survivors of 
the 1979 Klan Nazi shootings, their children, UNCG and other students, 

                                                
23 Approximately two thousand people saw the play over the course of its four-night run. 
See Waller, Love and Revolution, 489. 
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and community members. As part of UNCG's yearlong ``Who Are We?'' 
series of events examining race, this production overflowed with serious, 
heartfelt, multicultural dialogue.24 
 

Mann described the night this way:  

There was an open town meeting to discuss the play afterwards. And so 
many of the people who were there came with their children. And so many 
of their children, who were children of the survivors, didn’t know the 
whole story. And so we then heard testimony from all of them. It was an 
amazing, amazing night. And how their children, some of them got up and 
said, “I never really understood ’til now and I want to tell you how proud I 
am of you and how I love you. 

 

These two recollections mirror sentiments expressed by others in the community. The 

play peeled back the protective layer of neglect that had kept the Greensboro Massacre 

out of broad city-wide discussion. The play’s work was to highlight the ways in which 

this cataclysmic event was integral to the infrastructure of Greensboro’s history and 

identity. It made the powerful claim that the massacre wouldn’t “go away” just because 

city leaders wanted it to.  

In the months after the twentieth anniversary commemoration of the killings, of 

which the UNCG production of “A Requiem” was a part, survivors and staff at the 

Beloved Community Center and the Greensboro Justice Fund met to discuss next steps. It 

was in these discussions that the idea of a truth and reconciliation commission was first 

proposed. In an initial grant proposal seeking funds to begin planning a truth process, 

survivors articulated three major lessons learned from the twentieth-anniversary events: 

“1) the limits of our knowledge of the role of officials in the killings…; 2) the lack of 

                                                
24 Cathy Gant-Hill, “Top 10 Best Local Performing Arts Events of ’99,” Greensboro 
News & Record, December 30, 1999, p. D1. 
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community awareness of the known facts; and 3) the deep divisions and antagonism that 

persist in the community, based on the unresolved issues of the Massacre itself and the 

economic and race-based contention from whence it was born.”25  

Mann’s play had helped to reveal the cracks and lacunae in the local collective 

memory about November 3. These fissures, once revealed, became important usable data 

for survivors and organizers as they planned the truth process. Although survivors may 

have intuitively felt the lessons above before the twentieth anniversary, “A Requiem” 

gave that intuition legitimacy. As Steven Hoelscher has observed, “The city, after all, 

does not simply tell its own past; rather, as Italo Calvino observes, the city contains its 

many pasts ‘like the lines of a hand.’ Active agents, in the form of memory workers, 

force open those lines, rendering the past accessible for interpretation.”26 It was this task, 

along with the lessons learned from the twentieth anniversary, that Aliene Howell, Erin 

Brown Craven, Jeremy Eaton, and myself would take up in our own art in the years 

following the 1999 production of Mann’s play.  

 
  

                                                
25 Lisa Magarrell and Joya Wesley, Learning from Greensboro: Truth and Reconciliation 
in the United States (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 44.  
26 Steven Hoelscher, “Angels of Memory: Photography and Haunting in Guatemala 
City,” GeoJournal 73 (2008): 199. 
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Aliene Howell: “The Greensboro Massacre Paintings” 

I guess I didn’t have a target or a specific goal [for the paintings], but I 
have throughout my life been frustrated with the media and how things are 
covered up or not told….I wanted to make something honestly and 
wholeheartedly and to display it, [that] was this thing that no one had 
heard of that was so shattering to this community….I guess also making a 
point of how much happens that we don’t know about. And I do feel like 
that was successful. A lot of people told me, especially students at 
Guilford, that they had never heard of it, and now they were very 
interested in it. And my paintings were their first point of contact. 

- Aliene Howell27 

Aliene Howell learned about the Greensboro Massacre in April 2002. She was a 

sophomore at Guilford College at the time. I had left a campus-wide voicemail with an 

invitation to the performance of my song cycle about the killings. The date was what 

caught Howell’s ears; November 3 is her birthday. This simple and random coincidence 

was the beginning of an enduring affinity that Howell would feel for the events that had 

preceded her birth by two years. It would fuel her work as an artist, culminating in a 

series of ten oil paintings about the massacre that she presented as her BFA thesis in the 

spring of 2004. In turn, her paintings helped fuel her work as an activist and organizer. 

After graduating from Guilford, she worked for the Greensboro Justice Fund (GJF) 

helping to organize the twentieth anniversary commemoration events, and she continued 

to make paintings that were employed in various publicity materials used by the 

Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission.   

Collectively titled “The Greensboro Massacre Paintings,” each individual work is 

based on a news photograph published in either The Greensboro News & Record, Signe 

                                                
27 Aliene Howell, interview with the author, October 29, 2011. (Unless otherwise noted, 
all Howell quotations share this citation.) 
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Waller’s Love and Revolution or Sally Bermanzohn’s Through Survivors’ Eyes. The 

original photographs were mostly in black and white, and exist in the archives on 

microfiche or faded newspaper clippings. Howell’s reproductions, however, manage to 

imbue the images with a dual currency of being both past and present (see Appendix). 

The bold brush strokes and bright colors, together with Howell’s dedication to making 

the paintings as accurate as possible combine to make images that are simultaneously 

faithful reproductions and something new entirely.  

Howell achieved this dual currency by employing a palimpsestic technique of first 

plastering the canvas with xeroxed copies of old newspaper articles about the massacre 

before applying paint. This approach helps underscore in visual and textural modes the 

multi-temporality of the paintings. The image rendered in paint exists in the present 

tense. The ghostly presence just beneath the paint of news headlines about the massacre 

and subsequent trials anchor the image in its historical context. The paintings both are 

and were, and as such make a pointed and striking commentary about the relationship 

between, to use Howell’s words, the past and the unfolding present.  

The ten paintings portray a range of images from before, during, and after 

November 3. All are large in format and most are closely-cropped paintings of a range of 

people in various states of action: survivors, the dead, police officers, and Klansmen. 

They retain their original quality as news photographs. Howell’s paintings interrogate the 

historical images for more than their surface semiotic value. Some portray quiet moments 

and others intense action, but all are pregnant with overwhelming emotion. As Howell 

put it, “Through art I was…seeking emotional truth and psychological truth and these 
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different aspects of the story in a way that I wouldn’t have been interested in or been 

trying so hard to find out if I wasn’t painting them.” 

For example, in the painting titled “Love’s Labor Lost,” Signe Waller is being 

embraced and comforted by a man in the moment after she finds her husband Jim dead on 

the ground, shot in the back [Appendix, Figure 1]. Her facial expression is one of pain, 

loss, grief, and anger. But Howell’s decision to include the full torsos and upper half of 

the legs of the subjects in the canvas frame expands the painting’s meaning. It also 

registers how those emotions attain material form through the body, in the way Signe 

Waller’s fingers dig into the shoulder of her comforter, in the way her body seems to be 

delicately poised in the balance between collapsing and standing tall.  

The largest painting, “Enforcement,” is a triptych that shows a phalanx of police 

officers arresting labor organizers Nelson Johnson and Willena Cannon [Appendix, 

Figure 2]. The bright blue of the police uniforms is noteworthy, a color that stands out 

especially starkly when these paintings are seen together with the others, which are 

characterized by more muted colors, browns and oranges. The intensity of the blue, and 

the amount of physical space in the paintings occupied by blue makes a powerfully 

suggestive statement about the role the police played in November 3. Their highly visible 

presence in the paintings stands in juxtaposition to the knowledge that no police were at 

the scene when the Klan and Nazis arrived.  

Two of the most powerful paintings are portraits based on images from the weeks 

and months after the shootings. One, titled “Survivor’s Eyes,” is of Paul Bermanzohn, a 

march organizer who was partially paralyzed by a shot to the head [Appendix, Figure 3]. 
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The portrait shows Bermanzohn in his hospital bed, a row of stitches snaking across his 

forehead. He is propped up on two pillows and his right arm is heavily bandaged. He is 

wearing a white hospital gown and green scrub pants, the top of which are just visible in 

the bottom right hand corner of the canvas. The white hospital gown, white bedsheets, 

and white pillow make for a relatively transparent layer of paint. The black text, 

headlines, and photographs from the canvas of xeroxed news articles shows is more 

evident in this painting than in the others. Bermanzohn’s face is surprising. There is the 

slightest hint of a smile on his face. His expression articulates the tenuous but persistent 

fact of resilience and survival in the face of the surrounding scene of physical pain—

hospital bed, stitches, bandages.  

The second portrait, “Released,” is of Nelson and Joyce Johnson, both central 

figures in the story of November 3 and longtime community activists in Greensboro 

[Appendix, Figure 4]. Nelson Johnson has just been released from jail, where he staged a 

twenty-day hunger strike while serving a sentence for contempt of court.28 His shoulders 

are perpendicular to the viewer, and his head is turned to the left, his gaze falling just to 

the left of the frame. His wife faces directly into the lens of the canvas. Her expression is 

steely but also pained. Somehow this painting manages to express the state of siege that 

survivors talk about being under in the months and years after 1979. The gazes of both 

subjects challenge the viewer. Their expressions do not convey any hint of happiness or 

levity. Instead, they evoke a heavy burden, weariness, anger, and yet, somehow, love.  

                                                
28 Bermanzohn, Through Survivors’ Eyes, 289-290. 
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What makes these ten paintings so powerful? After all, they are reproductions of 

old photographs—relics from an archive that many people wish would remain closed. 

Part of their power lies in their process of creation. Similar to the other artists considered 

here, Howell took her process extremely seriously, and handled the responsibility of 

making these ten paintings with extreme care: 

The process was actually one of the most intense processes I’ve ever gone 
through because I was reading as many books as I could about November 
3 while I was working on the pieces. It was voluntary reading…I wanted 
to understand what I was painting. I was reading [the books] before I went 
to bed and then I would fall asleep and have these nightmares about the 
Klan coming after me. 

 

The paintings convey Howell’s own process of inhabiting the story, of sitting with 

video footage, audio, and images from the archives, of coming to know the lines on 

people’s faces like those of her own hand. This level of commitment to research and 

knowledge was true for all the artists I spoke with. Part of this seems to have been fueled 

by a sense of responsibility to the story, to the survivors, and to the imperative to “get it 

right.” As Howell put it, “This was my first time making paintings where I felt 

responsible to something besides myself.” The process of creation was not just a linear 

move from background research to knowledge about the events rendered in paint on the 

canvas. For Howell, the acts of truth-seeking and painting reinforced each other:  

I wanted to find out more about this event so that I could make better 
paintings. I think they were very connected. My empirical 
knowledge…informed my paintings, and the paintings were what made 
me want to learn more….Learning the story I felt like I got to know it in [a 
factual and historical] way, but also I felt like I became a part of it through 
my paintings. 
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Howell’s mutually-reinforcing process of discovery and art-making is evident in the 

paintings themselves, in the relationship between the painted image and the canvas of 

xeroxed news articles in the background. Not unlike Mann’s decision to include herself 

as a character in “A Requiem,” Howell’s choice to expose headlines here and there have 

the potential to work as clues for the viewer to embark on her or his own process of 

historical discovery. In other words, she approached her paintings as vehicles for both 

aesthetic expression and historical education. This dual approach directly informed how 

she displayed the paintings at the opening gallery exhibit at Guilford College. She 

xeroxed news articles about November 3 and scattered them on the floor in front of the 

paintings, instructing viewers to pick them up and read them:  

I was really interested in the educational aspect of it, of having the pieces 
of paper available for people [who live in Greensboro] to read but also 
may have never heard of it, if they weren’t alive then or had moved here 
since….Almost no one that I know outside of Greensboro had ever heard 
of the Greensboro Massacre. 

 

Howell also had a CD player playing the audio from the shootings over headphones. Her 

desire to have an interactive element to her exhibit—to have viewers not only look at the 

paintings, but to engage with the history of the killings—emerged out of her own shock at 

not knowing about the events and her desire for people to learn what had happened.  

Howell’s words articulate a common concern among the artists: to have their 

work serve complimentary, if dual, purposes. While most allowed that the story itself was 

the most important part, and that “getting it right” was of utmost concern, aesthetics 

mattered too. The work needed to stand on its own as art, as well as educate and invite its 

audience to learn more about what happened. It is this relationship, between the act of 
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documentation and the act of aesthetic interpretation, where haunting may take place and 

ghosts gain material, emotional, and animating force. Howell’s translation of faded black 

and white news photographs into brightly colored oil paintings reinvigorated the images, 

flushing them out of the archive and into circulation. 

 

Erin Brown Craven: “Revolutionary Edges (Memories Unheard)” 

Quite simply, my piece wouldn’t have happened at all if [the truth 
process] wasn’t going on. That was the impetus for me even knowing 
anything [about the massacre]…I know I was humbled by [the truth 
process], the fact that I was creating a piece at the same time, during the 
process, and hoping that my piece was going to somehow be another layer 
to everything that was going on. It was my artistic input or response to the 
whole process…I wanted it to be that, “Yes, I believe in the process that 
the community is undertaking, and here’s a way an artist relates to that, to 
what you’re doing. 

- Erin Brown Craven29 

 

Erin Brown Craven learned about the Greensboro Massacre in the fall of 2003. At 

the time, she was an MFA candidate in the dance program at UNCG. Inspired by the 

community dance work of choreographers Bill T. Jones and Liz Lerman, she was looking 

for a social issue relevant to Greensboro that could serve as subject matter for her MFA 

dance thesis. She was still casting about for a topic when a colleague placed a flier on her 

desk about a community meeting for the Greensboro Truth and Community 

Reconciliation Project. The meeting was designed to educate and expand the cadre of 

volunteers who supported the effort to organize a truth and reconciliation commission. 

Craven went to the meeting and the choice was clear: “I knew I was going to create work 
                                                
29 Erin Brown Craven, interview with the author, March 31, 2012. 



 

 33 

about [the massacre] because…it was perfect: the fact that the truth and reconciliation 

process was going on. I thought, well, what better timing for me, to be a part of this 

process…as a member of the community and then as an artist.”30  

 What emerged was  “Revolutionary Edges (Memories Unheard),” a multi-

medium and multi-media dance montage that explored the perspectives of the four 

women widowed on November 3: Floris Cauce, Marty Nathan, Dale Sampson, and Signe 

Waller. The work involved an ensemble of six dancers, four of whom played the parts of 

each of the widows. In addition to movement, Craven employed live and recorded music, 

theater, archival audio and video recordings, and images of newspaper headlines to 

construct the work. To convey the perspectives of the widows, Craven choreographed 

solo dance sequences for each of the four women, which were performed along with 

verbatim monologues borrowed from Mann’s play.  The monologues expressed the 

widows’ reflections on the experience of November 3, of losing their husbands, and of 

the aftermath of community backlash for their political beliefs and activism. These solo 

performances were woven in with ensemble sequences that conveyed a narrative of the 

Greensboro Massacre and its larger historical context.  

The shape and focus of the piece was not immediately apparent for Craven. It was 

her first time making work about a socially relevant issue and she knew she had to learn 

as much as should could about November 3. In a refrain echoed by the other artists, 

Craven highlighted to me the importance of beginning the creative process from a place 

                                                
30 Erin Brown Craven, interview with the author, October 30, 2011. 
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of not knowing, and being able to allow the work to emerge organically out of a careful 

process of listening: 

I obviously had no information whatsoever about the Greensboro 
Massacre or anything. It was all brand new information since I’m a 
transplant….That, in [a] way, helped me, because I didn’t go into it with 
an opinion about the historical event. I was totally ignorant of 
[everything], so then I was able to just listen and read….I did a significant 
amount of research….It was a great example to me that that’s the kind of 
artist I can be. I really dug into the research. I felt like I had to. If I was 
going to do it justice and if I was going to be able to feel successful. To do 
it justice I knew that I had to know as much about it from as many 
different perspectives as I could.31 

 

As Craven began building the piece, she took a deliberately collaborative 

approach. She encouraged her dancers to come to her with ideas and to participate in the 

choreography process. As a result, each of the widows’ solo dance sequences were 

collaborative creations. Craven also invited artists from different mediums to contribute 

work to the piece. She asked Cesar Alvarez, an accomplished saxophonist and the son of 

one of the November 3 survivors, to write and record instrumental music for the piece. 

She asked me to play my song “1979 Massacre” live, onstage, while her dancers 

performed. And she asked Aliene Howell to show her paintings in the lobby of UNCG’s 

dance theater during the weekend of the performances.  

This emphasis on collaboration generated interest from the media and yielded a 

full-page article in the Greensboro News & Record in advance of the performance. Dawn 

DeCwikiel-Kane, a staff writer for the paper, profiled Craven, Howell, Cesar and myself, 

titling the piece “Inspired by History: Young artists re-examine the events and aftermath 

                                                
31 Erin Brown Craven, October 30, 2011. 
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of the Klan-Nazi shootings.”32 The collaborative approach also created a stimulating and 

inspiring working environment for the artists involved. For example, Howell was still in 

the midst of making her Greensboro Massacre paintings when “Revolutionary Edges” 

was staged in late February of 2004. She talked about how the collaborative environment 

that revolved around Craven’s piece helped heighten her own sense of responsibility and 

shape the way she went about finishing her series of portraits:  

I think with Erin’s [Brown Craven] and your [Scott Pryor’s] work, I think 
that added to my feeling of responsibility. I felt [part of] a movement with 
you guys, especially when Dawn [DeCwikiel-Kane] wrote that article on 
us. It was my first time feeling a part of a movement that was collectively 
working on the same issues. I found it inspiring and exciting. Seeing how 
Erin had interpreted the events, and how you had interpreted it also just 
made me think about what I was choosing to say. It helped me frame 
November 3.33  

 

In the crux of collaborative relationship, these artistic, aesthetic forms began to establish 

a kind of ground of infrastructure upon which conversation, dialogue, and further artistic 

expression could be built.  

For Craven, the collaborative relationship also extended to the audience. She 

described the process of not really knowing what the piece was doing or accomplishing 

until it was performed for a live audience. Art, she reflected, “is a conversation between 

the artist and the audience, and my piece wasn’t finished until it was performed for that 

audience. If I hadn’t had that interaction with people giving me feedback afterward, I 

wouldn’t have known what the piece was about.” Comments written in Craven’s 
                                                
32 Dawn DeCwikiel-Kane, “Inspired by History: Young artists re-examine the events and 
aftermath of the Klan-Nazi shootings,” Greensboro News & Record, February 27, 2004, 
D1.  
33 Aliene Howell, interview with the author, October 29, 2011. 
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guestbook and conveyed in emails to her afterwards suggest that at least several audience 

members felt that the dance humanized the widows. One UNCG dance colleague, for 

example, wrote to Craven: “As the dancers contacted [one another] in duets, lifting, 

supporting, carrying, helping, I felt the humanity and tenderness as well as the physical 

embodiment of the heaviness of loss, defeat, and injustice.”34 If the master narrative 

about November 3 had ostracized the widows for their political beliefs and even blamed 

them for the deaths of their own husbands, Craven’s dance made a claim about the 

physicality of human emotion and feeling that exists beneath and in spite of ideological 

stereotypes. It also made an important statement about the physical and emotional toll the 

master narrative took on the widows. Craven may not have set out to do this 

consciously—indeed, artists do not have control over how their work is received or 

interpreted—and it was in the public encounter between audience and dancers that this 

meaning became apparent.  

In the end, [humanizing the survivors is] what my piece did, even though 
that wasn’t my intention and I didn’t really know I was doing it. But I 
think dance just naturally does that because you’re watching live human 
bodies on stage. [It] shows the vulnerability and the fragility of the human 
body and the human spirit in a different way than, say, theater 
because…there’s something about non-verbal communication—it just 
speaks to the emotion of it.”35  

 

Craven’s focus on the widows’ experience shifted the distribution of silences within the 

master narrative by amplifying voices that previously had existed in the shadows. The 

widows’ dance solos and monologues reflect back on November 3 and the experience of 

                                                
34 Email to Erin Brown Craven, April 15, 2004.  
35 Erin Brown Craven, Interview with the author, October 30, 2011. 
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losing their husbands. They bear witness to the matter of memory, to the physical, 

corporeal reality of the past that lives on in the movement of human bodies.  

 

Jeremy Eaton: “You Know What Happened” 

I don’t think there was one huge moment where the light bulb went on and 
was like, ‘you’ve got to make something,’ although there was a 
culmination of moments that led to that. I think it was through specific 
conversations that I can remember with Signe [Waller]. She’s very special 
to me in some kind of a personal way, and the times that she was willing 
to really talk to me about her life were just so incredible. I felt this 
compulsion to do something about that. 

- Jeremy Eaton36 

Giving voice to a diversity of perspectives was also important to Jeremy Eaton’s 

decision to make work about the massacre. Eaton learned about the Greensboro Massacre 

in the fall of 2000 when she was a freshman at Guilford College. She majored in theater, 

but she did not initially intend to make work about November 3, 1979. As she mentions 

above, the decision to do so was a cumulative process that began with her spending time 

at the Project as a volunteer, getting to know some of the survivors, and having them be 

so generous with their story.  

But around the offices of the Project, Eaton was conscious of the weight survivors 

carried with them. It was clearly not enough to share their stories only with young college 

students. Their peace was to be made with the city, the wider community. The survivors’ 

determination to establish a truth and reconciliation commission was inspiring for Eaton. 

“I just saw this constant heaviness on the shoulders of some of the leaders there, like 

Reverend [Nelson] Johnson, of trying to get this conversation going. It was so intense, 
                                                
36 Jeremy Eaton, interview with the author, October 30, 2011. 
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the need.”37 Talk around the office about who might come before the commission 

highlighted not only the silenced voices of the survivors, but also other people in the who 

tend to be left out of the master narrative about November 3—more peripheral characters, 

in other words, such as ambulance drivers, medics, people who served on the jury, and so 

forth.  

But Eaton struggled with feeling like she was an outsider peering in to a process 

that she was deeply inspired by and wanted to be involved in, but that wasn’t really hers. 

Making theater became her point of entry, her way to become involved on a level that her 

outsider status otherwise prevented: 

[T]here was some layer for me of knowing [that] I wasn’t going to be 
inside the commission, I wasn’t going to be inside meeting as a leader of 
the organization, I wasn’t going to be inside in certain ways to what was 
actually happening. And I did, though, feel some deep need to be inside of 
something, relating to it, having some piece in it and I felt like my way 
was to make some art about it.38 

 

What kind of art was still unclear, but Eaton’s habit of deep listening and attention to the 

emotional timbre of the survivors led eventually to the simple-sounding answer of how to 

move forward: “I remember it occurring to me one day, well, maybe I could talk to some 

people. And me talking to them won’t really change anything or make a difference, but 

maybe it will make the difference that somebody talked to somebody else.”39  

This realization, and her deep admiration for Anna Deveare Smith’s interview-

based monologues laid the groundwork for her own work. Eaton described the process of 

                                                
37 Eaton, October 30, 2011.  
38 Jeremy Eaton, interview with the author, March 14, 2012. 
39 Eaton, October 30, 2011. 
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making “You Know What Happened” in terms of four stages. The first stage was meeting 

the survivors and developing relationships with them. The second stage was research. For 

the month of December 2003, she read everything she could get her hands on: books on 

civil rights history, newspaper archives, and the recently published books about the 

massacre by Signe Waller and Sally Bermanzohn. The third stage was finding and 

interviewing people. The fourth was creating the monologues and producing the piece. 

Eaton, perhaps more than anyone else I spoke with, was more focused on the 

process of creation than the outcome. It was telling that when I asked her to describe the 

piece, she spent the majority of the time describing her artistic process. Although she 

never quite said it in these words, for her, the process of making the piece was itself the 

artistic act, not the finished work of theater. “The process of finding those people and 

then having exchanges with each of them, that’s the process to me. And then what I 

ended up shaping afterwards was some way of trying to share [those exchanges]. I was 

very simplistic, intentionally so, with my product.” In this regard, the performance was 

essentially documentation of the original work of art: Eaton’s conversation with each of 

the subjects. And while Eaton may have been more focused on process than product, she 

was also clear about the need to have a public performance: 

I really had no investment in the actual piece being some great piece of 
theater. I don’t think it was and I didn’t think it was at the time. In a way it 
was the least important part, although it was very important that there be 
something public, some attempt to share with whoever wanted to come.40 

 

                                                
40 Eaton, October 30, 2011. 
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In the end, “You Know What Happened” was comprised of ten monologues 

spanning a diverse range of perspectives on November 3. Survivors Nelson Johnson, 

Signe Waller, Marty Nathan, and Willena Cannon each made an appearance. So did Jim 

Melvin, Mayor of Greensboro at the time of the killings; Octavio Manduley, the foreman 

of the jury that acquitted the Klan and Nazis in the criminal trial; James Long, the judge 

for the federal civil rights trial; Walter Burch of the Greensboro Police Department; and 

Lewis Pitts, the lawyer for the survivors in the civil suit brought against the city of 

Greensboro. Finally, Joseph Frierson, the youthful co-coordinator of the Project (and my 

colleague there) had a monologue that articulated the ways the massacre lived on in the 

postmemories of a younger generation. The verbatim monologues of Melvin, Manduley, 

Long, Burch, and Frierson were particularly important additions to the archive of 

documentary theater about November 3 because their voices did not appear in Mann’s 

play.  

“You Know What Happened” was performed twice—once in April 2004 at 

Guilford College, and once in October 2005 at the Greensboro Historical Museum. Eaton 

directed the first production, and UNCG alumnus Tara Kromer, under the faculty 

supervision of Marsha Paludan, directed the second. Eaton’s production was simple and 

straightforward, comprised solely of the monologues. Kromer’s production added several 

collaborative elements to the play. She displayed Howell’s paintings as a backdrop to the 

stage and she had me play several of my songs as transitions between monologues. 

Kromer’s production also enjoyed advance press from Ellica Church, a journalist who 
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wrote a preview of the performance for the Greensboro News & Record. As Church 

wrote, the play “examines the perspectives of people on both sides of the event.” 

Eaton conducted interviews with a remarkable swath of Greensboro community 

members who were related in some way to the history of November 3, 1979. The final 

version of the play represents only a handful of the people Eaton spoke with. Eaton’s 

commitment to finding and highlighting a variety of voices was really only limited by the 

time constraints of the Guilford College semester. As a result, the art that she created 

through these interviews and conversations—the very fact that they happened—exists in 

a much more ephemeral realm than the other artworks considered here. There is very 

little material residue within the public record—just the two performances of the 

monologues in 2004 and 2005 and the News & Record article by Ellica Church. Eaton’s 

archive of videotapes and interview transcripts is closed off to the public out of respect 

for the agreement she made with her interviewees. In this sense, the brunt of her 

process—the majority of her art—is hidden.41 It is almost private, an artwork that was 

made and performed between her and her interviewees. The play itself stands as the 

public tip of a much larger iceberg. While she did not mention this protection of privacy 

to be a response to the ways in which survivors’ felt their voices had been maligned and 

twisted, it certainly makes an inherent claim about the need for documentary artists to 

handle the stories of their subjects with care. Integrity was tantamount.  

                                                
41 The GTRC asked Eaton to share her archive of interviews and transcripts, but Jeremy 
refused, citing the agreement of confidentiality she had with the interview subjects. This 
was a decision Eaton struggled with (Eaton, October 30, 2011). 
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For Eaton, making a work of theater was a way for her to document and 

publically share the much deeper and, in her view, more important process that she 

undertook of interviewing conversations with a variety of people connected in some way 

to the Greensboro Massacre. Her creative process emerged out of a need that she 

perceived among survivors and organizers at the Project. For Eaton, documenting 

people’s stories, particularly those whose stories had been excluded from the master 

narrative about the massacre, was of critical importance. However, her goal was not to 

affect change in any kind of tangible way. “[F]rom the very start I knew that I wasn’t 

really doing anything. I didn’t have an idea that this was going to be some kind of change 

the city kind of deal. Of course I wanted to, in some way. I dreamed about that but I also 

felt like, I’m just making something because I have to make something.”42 It may be that 

this very humble and personal approach was what helped her gain access to people like 

Jim Melvin and Octavio Manduley who were otherwise opposed to the truth process and 

to speaking in a community-wide forum about this history.43  

Above all, it is Eaton’s struggle with how to make room for herself within a 

process and history that was not hers that helps to answer Avery Gordon’s question about 

why we write ghost stories. The role of the artist is not necessarily as an insider, but 

sometimes that of a guest, sometimes invited, sometimes not. This was true for all of the 

artists considered here. Making art did not change the fact that they had no direct memory 

of the Greensboro Massacre, but it did allow them to encounter the personal/emotional 
                                                
42 Eaton, October 30, 2011. 
43 Eaton’s monologue for Jim Melvin includes the following line: “I think conversation 
about this thing [November 3, 1979] is a waste of time” (Jeremy Eaton, “You Know 
What Happened,” Undergraduate thesis, Guilford College, 2004).  
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sphere of memory and translate that encounter into the political/aesthetic sphere of 

postmemory. This act of translation was the means by which these artists first made sense 

of the history of the Greensboro Massacre for themselves, and then shared publically the 

fruits of that personal process through their art.  

 

Reflections on the Personal: “The November 3, 1979 Song Cycle” 

Joan Didion’s White Album begins with this: “We tell ourselves stories in order to 

live.”44 I carried that sentence around with me throughout the process of writing songs 

about the Greensboro Massacre. For me it articulated what was at stake, perhaps not in 

the literal sense, but certainly in a spiritual sense. I wanted to write and sing songs about 

November 3 because I felt that it raised a host of important ethical questions about how to 

relate to and engage with traumatic, controversial past events, both as an individual and a 

community. Furthermore, while the particulars of the killings may have been unique to 

Greensboro, the underlying issues at play and the ways they were handled in the 

aftermath by the community were endemic to the United States in general.45 November 3 

was like a highly concentrated dose of America writ large, and I felt that if Greensboro 

could figure out how to honestly incorporate the history of the killings into its own 

narrative about itself, lessons might be learned that could have value elsewhere. 

                                                
44 Joan Didion, The White Album (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979), 11.  
45 Inwood, for example, has shown how the response of Greensboro city officials and 
others in position of institutional power fits patterns constitutive of the larger “U.S. racial 
project” (“Righting Unrightable Wrongs,” 4). See also Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights, 
10.  
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My process of writing songs and making music about the Greensboro Massacre 

was similar to Craven’s in the sense that I was clear from the beginning that I wanted to 

make artwork in the style of several songwriters I deeply admired. I began with the form, 

and then sought out the content. My undergraduate advisor, Joe Groves, first told me 

about the massacre and introduced me to the Johnsons. The more I learned about the 

story, the more it became clear that that was my subject. Part of the attraction was the 

complexity of the story—the fact that conflicting accounts circulated about what 

happened, who was involved, and why. I was drawn to the tangle of issues—race, class, 

politics, ideology, economics, and identity—encapsulated within the story of November 

3, and the challenge of understanding how it fit within the larger history of civil rights 

struggle within Greensboro. Perhaps most importantly, it was a local story and it was 

recent history. Writing songs about it would mean that I would have the opportunity to 

develop relationships with people who lived through the massacre, and to study and 

become acquainted with the social and political history of Greensboro. Similar to the 

other artists considered above, I was drawn to the fact that it was a subject both past and 

present.  

My models for the project were two albums: “The Songs of Sacco and Vanzetti,” 

by Woody Guthrie, and “Nebraska,” by Bruce Springsteen. On the one hand, from 

Guthrie I learned how to write songs that focused on a very direct form of narration. He 

managed to relay a wealth of factual information about the controversial early twentieth 

century trial and subsequent execution of Italian immigrants Nicola Sacco and 

Bartolomeo Vanzetti. The songs sounded almost like court documents in their precision 
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and methodical attention to detail. Guthrie also taught me to make space in the songs for 

my own opinion and emotion, to guard against obscuring my own politics and 

subjectivity under the guise of objective narrator of history. On the other hand, 

Springsteen taught me to not overlook the perspective and story of the Klan and Nazis. 

His sympathetic portraits of killers and other disturbing characters on the “Nebraska” 

album challenged me to take a hard look at the didactic approach of so many protest 

songs of the 1960s. Guthrie and Springsteen therefore stood in productive tension with 

one another. Guthrie taught me the importance of telling what happened as straight and 

forthrightly as possible and of making interpretive political claims, while Springsteen 

taught me to look at the story from as many angles as possible, and to let the story be—it 

would do the talking.  

After conducting numerous interviews and extensive archival research, and 

working as an intern with some of the survivors at the Beloved Community Center, I 

wrote a cycle of seven songs. My homages to Guthrie were a detailed recounting of what 

happened on November 3 and a eulogy for the five dead. For the first, I borrowed the 

tune to his song “1913 Massacre,” and titled my version “1979 Massacre.” This was the 

song Craven used in her dance piece. For the second, “Dig Five Holes,” I methodically 

reflected on the repetitive physical act required to dig five graves. My homages to 

Springsteen were two songs written from different perspectives. The first, “Waltz for 

Frances,” was told in the voice of a Klansman. In it, the narrator reflects on how the 

ordeal of the killings and the trials brought him and his wife closer together. The 

counterpoint to “Waltz for Frances” is “Pandemonium,” a song from the perspective of 
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Nelson Johnson. This is the most directly verbatim song of the cycle. It is a nearly direct 

telling of Johnson’s experience of being with Jim Waller when he died. Finally, in “The 

Great I Am,” I propose that the people involved in the massacre and its aftermath are 

bound up in a web that is much broader than the one suggested by simple dichotomies of 

victim/perpetrator, or protagonist/antagonist. In the song I build outward from the people 

directly affected to include those at a temporal remove, like myself, and to suggest that 

all members of a community participate in some way in defining the legacy of the past in 

the present.  

It was this song that I played most around the community during my work as an 

organizer for the Project. My job was to educate and build support within the community 

for the truth commission. As part of my presentation I often performed one of my songs 

as a way of putting the story into a medium other than spoken or written words. One 

evening in the fall of 2003, I was making my pitch to the local chapter of the League of 

Women Voters. I sang “The Great I Am,” the first verse of which goes:  

I am an officer of the law, with a badge upon my chest 
This town’s always been my home 
I am a widow split in two by my husband’s death 
A bullet left me all alone 
I am the mayor of this town and I know what’s right 
It’s best that we forget and move on 
I am a mill worker supporting my kids and my wife 
I work the graveyard shift until dawn46 

 

After my presentation, a woman approached me and said, “I liked your song, but you left 

me out of it. I was a nurse in the ER on that day, and I had to deal with the bodies, the 
                                                
46 Scott Pryor, “The Great I Am,” Suggestions for the Tailor (Self-Released Compact 
Disk, 2005).   
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blood, and the families.  It traumatized me so much that I haven’t been able to speak 

about it since.”  Her comment disturbs me to this day; she was speaking not only about 

being left out of my song, but also about being forgotten in the communal memory of 

what had happened—collateral damage of the distillation, sterilization, and amnesia that 

so often plagues the retelling of traumatic and controversial histories. And yet, I made the 

decision to not add her voice to the song. More than anything, my encounter with her 

reinforced for me the endless and necessarily incomplete project that is historical 

narrative. I tried to include a third verse that would speak to the potentially endless list of 

people affected by November 3:  “I am a doctor, I am a teacher / I am a baker, I am a 

teacher / I am a child who wasn’t even born.” But she is not there. The task of giving 

voice to the actors and agents of history is a Promethean one. Her story is one of the 

constitutive silences that make up that song, and her words haunt me every time I sing the 

song.  

Over the course of three years, 2002-2005, I performed the songs numerous times 

in Greensboro. However, with the exception of my thesis performance at Guilford 

College in April 2002, I never performed the cycle in its entirety. Instead, depending on 

the context, I played various selections from the five songs described above. Sometimes, 

I wove a performance of one or two songs in with my community presentations, as with 

the story above; at other times, I played them at concerts that also featured my larger 

musical repertoire, most of which is not focused on the massacre.  

The relationship between my songwriting work and my work with the truth 

process was an intimate one. It would be an overstatement to suggest that Nelson and 
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Joyce Johnson offered me the job of co-coordinator of the Project because of my songs. 

However, I got the job because of the thorough process—of learning about the history of 

the massacre and developing relationships with survivors—that I went through in order to 

write the songs. Unbeknownst to me at the time, that creative process was job training.  

What initially began as a songwriting project therefore evolved into a political project 

that would occupy me full-time for three years. As I have shown above, the experiences 

of Howell, Craven, and Eaton also illustrate the mutual relationship between the roles of 

artist and activist. For each of us, documentary art became a form of aesthetic praxis that 

was bound up with political praxis. In Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s terms, both roles—artist 

and activist—involve the narration and production of history.47 This was especially true 

for the truth process as a whole, which sought specifically to affect the present through 

the generation of an expanded and poly-vocal narrative of the past. While carried out on a 

smaller scale, and guided by the artists’ personal aesthetic and ethical vision (as opposed 

to the official mandate that defined and guided the work of the GTRC), the artworks 

considered here labored toward similar goals.  

 

  

                                                
47 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 2. 
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Citation and Translation: On the Circulation of (Post)Memory  

“Thus, to assert that memory involves ‘labor’ is to incorporate it into the 
activity that generates and transforms the social world….The presence of 
the past can disrupt, penetrate, or invade the present as something that 
makes no sense, as mnemonic traces, as silences, compulsions, or 
repetitions. It is a presence without agency. The flipside of these 
involuntary intrusions takes place when human beings are actively 
involved in the processes of symbolic transformation and elaboration of 
meanings of the past. Human beings who ‘labor’ on and with memories of 
the past.”  

– Elizabeth Jelin48 
 

I turn finally to consider the particulars of how the artists and artworks discussed 

above circulated within Greensboro and functioned in relationship to one another. What 

kind of “labor,” to use Jelin’s word, did these artists perform? And what kind of bearing 

did that labor have on the artworks themselves and on the ways in which the art moved in 

the community? My claim is twofold. First, the practices of citation and translation were 

central to the creation and circulation of the artworks. Second, citation and translation 

were the means by which the ghosts of November 3 became visible and memory became 

matter in the art. Citation here refers to any reference within a given artwork of other 

artworks and/or archival materials. It also may refer to the role that critics and audience 

members play when they write about the art or discuss it with others. Translation refers to 

the process of converting the archive of factual information about the massacre into a 

diversity of artistic and aesthetic mediums.  

The practice of citation is important in this instance because it a) illustrates the 

network of horizontal affiliation at work in the generation of these postmemorial 
                                                
48 Elizabeth Jelin, State Repression and the Labors of Memory (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2003), 5. 
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artworks, and b) recirculates the work being cited. If a given artwork makes visible and 

audible ghosts that are otherwise enveloped in silence, then the citation of that work by 

another artist has the potential to spark a series of circulations. Three brief examples will 

illustrate this point. First, generally speaking, Howell’s paintings are made up of a solid 

canvas of citations, over which she painted her image. Most of the canvases cite news 

articles. However, in “Survivor’s Eyes” [Appendix A, Figure 3], the portrait of Paul 

Bermanzohn, Howell positions a Xeroxed copy of the cover of the book Through 

Survivors’ Eyes just to the left of Bermanzohn’s head. The book is by Bermanzohn’s 

wife, Sally, and it tells the story of the Greensboro Massacre through direct quotation of 

interviews with six survivors of November 3. The title of the book is just barely visible 

through the surface layer of paint. It both titles the painting, and presents to the viewer 

one possible source for more information about the massacre and the context for the 

painting.  

Second, by virtue of Erin Brown Craven’s collaborative approach, “Revolutionary 

Edges (Memories Unheard)” is full of acts of citation. She directly cites Mann when she 

uses two monologues from “A Requiem.” Given the verbatim nature of the play, this 

means Craven is also citing the widows themselves. Furthermore, Craven’s method of 

choreographing movement based on words and compelling phrases from the monologues 

means that the movements themselves become citations of the widows’ words. Craven 

also cites Cesar Alvarez’s musical composition, my song “1979 Massacre,” and Howell’s 

paintings, underscoring the collaborative nature of her dance piece and the presence of a 

larger body of artwork about November 3.  
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Finally, the creative methods that Craven, Eaton, and I used were modeled on 

artists whom we admired. This modeling can also be thought of in terms of citation. For 

Craven, her process of choreography was a citation of the methods of Bill T. Jones and 

Liz Lerman. For Eaton, her method referenced Anna Deveare-Smith. And for me, I tried 

to model my process on the kinds of methods I imagined Springsteen and Guthrie 

employing to create their work.  

In all these instances, whether explicit or implicit, the act of citation had the 

potential to alert viewers and audience members both to sources for further information 

about the massacre, and to the fact that other artists were also making work about it. Of 

course, it was not possible to guarantee that this potential would be actualized. As George 

Lipsitz has suggested, “sedimented networks and associations” often exist within popular 

cultural forms, unbeknownst to both consumers and creators.49 However, the Greensboro 

artists employed a variety of tactics to make the web of affiliations in their work 

apparent. Howell’s use of Xeroxed news articles spread on the floor in front of her 

paintings and the expressed invitation for viewers to pick them up and read them is a case 

in point.  

The practice of citation is closely linked with the act of translation. In one sense, 

any piece of narrative or documentary artwork is a work of translation—from the original 

story into an aesthetic form. But there is also a second act of creative translation, which 

involves traversing the distance between the modes and forms within which the history is 

documented (the archive), and the modes and forms employed to render the history as 
                                                
49 George Lipsitz, Time Passages: Collective Memory and American Popular Culture 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1990), 263. 
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narrative artwork (paint, choreographed movement, music, theatre, etc.). As such, 

translation also sits in close proximity to replication. Each artwork considered here 

engaged in both translation and repetition. Howell’s paintings, for example, replicated 

news photographs and also translated them from celluloid into oil paints. Both Mann and 

Eaton replicated words spoken by actors connected to November 3 and translated them 

onto the theater stage. Craven replicated verbatim words and visual scenes from 

November 3, and she translated both into sequences of physical movement. My songs 

also repeated various verbatim words and translated them into the medium of song.  

Citation also played the crucial role of marking the act of translation, making 

clear where archival evidence ended and aesthetic interpretation began. It was there, in 

that traversal, that the ghosts of the Greensboro Massacre became visibly and/or audibly 

present, animated by the creative labor required to cross that line.  Indeed, it is in this 

place of crossing that ghosts gains material force, liberated from the anechoic chamber of 

the archive. But, to return to Gordon’s question, why tell stories that give ghosts material 

force? Why circulate them? As each artist conveyed to me, the purpose of crossing that 

line emerges at least partially out of a sense of injustice—whether the personal 

indignation of not having known about November 3, or the anger at the outcome of the 

trials and the refusal of the city elite to fully account for its role in the killings. As 

Gordon writes, “We are in relation to [the ghost] and it has designs on us such that we 

must reckon with it graciously, attempting to offer it a hospitable memory out of a 

concern for justice.”50  

                                                
50 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 64. 
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Translation and citation are therefore fundamental to the maintenance of memory 

and the generation of postmemory. According to Steven Hoelscher, translating narratives 

about the past into a diversity of “mnemonic media”—particularly those that are visual—

aids in the establishment of collective memory by “clos[ing] the gap between first-hand 

experience and secondary witnessing.”51 In the case of the Greensboro Massacre, the 

artists intentionally tried to close this gap by making use of the available archive of video 

footage and image stills. Mann, for example, has explicit instructions in the “Greensboro: 

A Requiem” script to play audio and project images from November 3 at the opening of 

the play.52 Craven also chose to use the video footage, although she deployed it in a novel 

way by separating the audio from the video. She opened “Revolutionary Edges” with a 

dark stage and the 88-second clip of audio that captured the barrage of gunfire, shouts, 

screams, eerie silence, and accelerating car engines as the Klan and Nazis fled the scene. 

Then, later in the piece, she projected the silent video footage on the screen. These 

aesthetic deployments of the archive are exactly the kind of labors of memory that Jelin 

mentions in the quotation above—instances when “human beings are actively involved in 

the processes of symbolic transformation and elaboration of meanings of the past.”53 In 

turn, this labor opens the door for audience members to also encounter the past, and for 

them both—artist and audience member—to jointly create what Gordon calls a 

“collectively animated worldly memory”: 

                                                
51 Hoelscher, “Angels of Memory,” 196. 
52 Emily Mann, Testimonies: Four Plays (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 
1997), 259-262. 
53 Jelin, State Repression, 5. 
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The possibility of a collectively animated worldly memory is articulated 
here in that extraordinary moment in which you—who never was there in 
that real place—can bump into a rememory that belongs to somebody 
else…Yet in this moment of enchantment when you are remembering 
something in the world, or something in the world is remembering you, 
you are not alone or hallucinating or making something out of nothing but 
your own unconscious thoughts. You have bumped into somebody else’s 
memory; you have encountered haunting and the picture of it the ghost 
imprints.54  

 

This is what happened when the former nurse heard my song and approached me 

afterward. Her memory and my postmemory of November 3 bumped into one another, 

making visible a much larger story than the one I had managed to tell in my song, or even 

the one I had tried to convey in my presentation. Signe Waller wrote that seeing 

“Greensboro: A Requiem” allowed her, for the first time, to hear her own words from 

November 3 from the positions of other people in the story: “For a fleeting moment, I am 

the Klan, I am the public, hearing the phrases that slap and insult, whether deserved or 

not, whether true or not, delivered with the force of conviction and righteousness…The 

playwright has performed a miracle.” 55  

Waller’s experience is obviously unique—most audience members and viewers of 

visual art don’t have such an intense, self-reflexive experience when engaging with 

documentary art. However, the encounter with another person’s memory is part of what 

the documentary art form makes possible. And, crucially, it is not the archival citation 

alone that makes such a ghostly encounter possible. Rather, it is its translation into 

varying aesthetic mediums—in the crossing between the historical archive and the more 

                                                
54 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 165-166. 
55 Signe Waller, Love and Revolution, 475-476.  
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ephemeral and risky space of aesthetic interpretation—where the story can become a 

vehicle for haunting and the matter for memory.  
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Conclusion: On the Impact of the Greensboro Massacre Artworks 

On the morning of November 12, 2004, about one thousand people gathered in 

an open field in east Greensboro for a march and rally to support the truth process. There 

was a stage set up at the corner of Everitt and Dunbar Streets—one block east of the 

renamed street where the killings took place. Behind the stage was the shiny new Hope 

VI housing development that replaced Morningside Homes. The program for the morning 

involved a combination of musical performances and speeches about the historical 

significance of the day: they were about to march the same route that had been planned 

twenty-five years earlier. But the 1979 march never happened; it was cut off by the guns 

of Klan and Nazis and the negligence of the Greensboro police.  

Several of Howell’s paintings flanked the speakers and musicians onstage. Joyce 

and Nelson Johnson, Paul Bermanzohn, Willena Cannon were present in double: as 

works of art rendered in paint, and as long-time community activists who were 

continuing the same struggle they’d always been involved in: the struggle for a more just 

and democratic society. Their painted portraits sat still as they moved purposefully about, 

making last minute preparations.  

At 11:23 a.m.—the time when the shooting had begun—Joyce Johnson called the 

gathered crowd to join her in observing 88 seconds of silence in tribute to the five killed. 

After the silence, the crowd started to march, led by survivors. Howell’s paintings 

watched from the stage. The past peered out at the present and saw a celebratory, 

victorious atmosphere that never would have been possible fifteen, ten, or even five years 

earlier. After four long years of planning, organizing, and fundraising, the Greensboro 
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Truth and Reconciliation Commission was in place, beginning the work of fulfilling its 

mandate. There was even support for the GTRC on the city council. However, vestiges of 

1979 remained. For example, that support from the city council was divided along racial 

lines. Keith Holliday, mayor of Greensboro since 1999, was an outspoken critic of the 

truth process, a position shared by his white colleagues on the council, and that 

culminated in a 6-3 vote to officially not endorse the GTRC. But, unlike in 1979, 

members of the mainstream media parted ways with the city’s official position, critiquing 

its attempt to disavow the truth process.56 

What of this picture, if anything, can be attributed to the artworks considered 

above? In the final analysis, nothing concrete can be proved about the impact these 

artworks had on the city of Greensboro writ large. However, the anecdotes that I have 

mentioned above suggest that these artworks had at least some measurable impact and 

emotional resonance within the community. As conveyed by my own and each of the 

artists’ experiences, at least some people first learned about the Greensboro Massacre 

through witnessing or being involved in one of the artworks. This is especially true for 

Mann’s play, which arguably enjoyed the largest audience in Greensboro of any of the 

artworks (an estimated 2,000). For example, Marsha Paludan learned about it when she 

came across Emily Mann’s script. Janie Brookshire, the young UNCG student who 

played the Interviewer character in Paludan’s 1999 production of “A Requiem,” told a 

similar story:  
                                                
56 See, for example, Ed Cone, “New media let us write our own history,” Greensboro 
News & Record, May 1, 2005, H3; and Allen Johnson, “The darker chapters in our 
history bear remembering too, even Nov. 3,” Greensboro News & Record, November 13, 
2005, H2. 
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I’m from North Carolina and I had not heard about the shootings. The only 
way I had heard of it was through the play…I [initially] thought that [the 
play] referred to an event that had taken place at the beginning of the 
century; in the 1920s, which is when I thought the Klan was most active. It 
really surprised me to find out that was the year I was born.57 

 

Several years later, Lauren Meeks, another North Carolina native and UNCG student, 

first learned about the massacre when Jeremy Eaton cast her in the first production of 

“You Know What Happened.”58 

For others who already knew something about the massacre, encountering the 

artworks presented the opportunity to deepen their understanding about what happened 

and why. Miller Lucky, Jr., the actor who portrayed Nelson Johnson in Paludan’s 

production, had heard about the massacre when he moved to Greensboro in 1981, but, as 

he put it, “The play taught me the history of the event.”59 Even Signe Waller, who knows 

the details of what happened more intimately (and painfully) than most, suggests in her 

quotation above that seeing the story and her own words reflected back to her through the 

artifice of the stage opened up a new window of understanding. Citing the work of 

Stephanie Marlin-Curiel, Ellen Kaplan suggests that  

stories of violence and violation must be recontextualized and ‘alienated’ 
on stage, in order not to reproduce the negative effects of initial trauma. 
Bare retelling can simply open the wound; theatre, through its artifice, its 
distancing, and its staging of an immediate relationship between 

                                                
57 Janie Brookshire, quoted in “What Cast Members Say,” Greensboro News & Record, 
October 31, 1999, D2. 
58 Ellica Church, “Cast Brings Renewed Purpose to Play About Klan Shootings,” 
Greensboro News & Record, October 3, 2004, B1. 
59 Miller Lucky, Jr., quoted in “What Cast Members Say,” Greensboro News & Record, 
October 31, 1999, D2. 
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actor/witnesses and listener/audience, may offer a better chance of 
absolution and recovery.60 

 

In my experience, this is not only true of theatre, but of other artforms as well. The 

general act of recontextualizing (or translating) an historical narrative within an aesthetic 

frame creates the kind of critical distance that enables substantive reflection and, 

potentially, even dialogue. However, it’s important to remember that this is not always or 

inherently the case. My encounter with the nurse who heard my song at the League of 

Women Voters meeting is a case in point. I don’t know what the long-term outcome was 

for her of hearing me sing about November 3, but she was visibly shaken when we spoke. 

The fact that she expressed such discomfort suggests that the alienation afforded by 

aesthetic translation is not, on its own, necessarily sufficient.  

By a rough estimate, some 4,000 people in Greensboro have had some contact 

with the artworks considered here. In a city of 275,000, that’s not very many. But neither 

is it insignificant. Art is, in the end, one piece of a larger repertoire of means to engage 

with, learn from, and interrogate the past. However, as I have tried to show, art has the 

unique capacity to translate history in a way that gives shape and material valence to 

ghosts and historical lacunae. It opens the possibility for audiences to engage with the 

past not as a mere accumulation of facts, but rather as terrain that is not temporally fixed 

nor fully revealed—terrain that is, in other words, open to interrogation and interpretation 

in the present. Furthermore, art has the ability to subvert master narratives and establish 

                                                
60 Ellen W. Kaplan, “Going the Distance: Trauma, Social Rupture, and the Work of 
Repair,” Theatre Topics, Volume 15, Number 2, September 2005, 181. 
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the building blocks for a more democratic and poly-vocal collective memory. In Signe 

Waller’s view, the artworks considered above did just that in Greensboro:   

I think that [art] is really critical in consciousness-raising and bringing the 
truth to people….The arts in their various forms reach people and teach 
people in ways that you just can’t do all the time with expository writing 
or…journalism. It was very, very important [in Greensboro]. It was an 
indication that…there was another way of telling the story [of the 
massacre] that people could claim in the public domain…It was much 
more accessible to people, much more appropriate for being part of a 
collective history.61   

 

Collectively, these artworks, their processes of creation, and their circulation 

throughout Greensboro between the years 1999 and 2004 illustrate the importance of 

creatively bearing witness to traumatic and silenced pasts. Otherwise, suggests Eric 

Santner, the “stranded objects of a cultural inheritance fragmented and poisoned by an 

unspeakable horror” threaten to entrap the present in the “desperate inertia of a double 

bind.”62 By translating and interpreting the Greensboro Massacre into a variety of media 

and aesthetic forms, the artists above sought to defuse it of such a threatening grip. 

Instead of beating back the specter of November 3, they invited audience members to join 

them in communing with its ghost. Memory was both embodied in and generated by this 

process, along with the potential for what Jelin calls the “symbolic transformation” of the 

“meanings of the past.”63 The implications of this invitation were amplified further by the 

work of the GTRC. Artwork that gave shape to the past provided material and aesthetic 

signposts for a process that encouraged participants to step before the commission and try 
                                                
61 Signe Waller, interview with the author, April 25, 2012.  
62 Eric L. Santner, Stranded Memories: Mourning, Memory, and Film in Postwar 
Germany (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990), xiii. 
63 Jelin, State Repression, 5. 



 

 61 

listening to what the ghosts might have to say. In other words, the artists proposed an 

alternative way of knowing and being in relationship with the past. They modeled an 

openness to haunting that generated the possibility for personal and collective 

transformation. As Gordon writes, “Being haunted draws us affectively, sometimes 

against our will and always a bit magically, into the structure of feeling of a reality we 

come to experience, not as cold knowledge, but as a transformative recognition.”64 

Indeed, how we know our histories has powerful bearing on the unfolding of our futures. 

While this may be a truism, its relevance for Greensboro, and for the United States at 

large, suggests that artistic and creative acts of witnessing may be one key to a 

democratic expansion of collective memory. Such an expansion would help challenge 

attenuated master narratives and invigorate critical engagement with, and reflection on, 

the full range of silences that constitute our histories and shape our present day realities. 

 

  

                                                
64 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 8. 
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Appendix: “The Greensboro Massacre Paintings” by Aliene Howell65 

Figure 1: “Love’s Labor Lost”  

  

 
                                                
65 All paintings and images copyright Aliene Howell, 2004. Reprinted with expressed 
permission of the artist.  
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Figure 2: “Enforcement”  
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Figure 3: “Survivor’s Eyes”
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Figure 4: “Released” 
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Figure 5: “Grand Master Dragon” 
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