HEAVEN OVERLAND




River Minstrels, No Date Given

Invisible from the angle of this image,

a low rumble of vast Indiana tree line
must swell before their open eyes.

Along the heavy envelope of the Ohio,

the boat’s prow cuts a seam, dividing
neutral air and water, while the great

wheel churns depth to surface and back
down. Four stiff figures, posed

in a brittle pantomime of friendship—
hands clenched at hips and chins,
with banjo, fiddle, drum, and cane fife
splayed at their feet like captured flags,

flat on splintered boards. Strange bearing on
each face—no showmen’s grins, almost

bitter, lined and freighted with stark
knowledge of the world, its drifting

tastes, peculiar wishes. Barrels of salt pork,
rye and brandy, ristras of chiles,

bamboo crates of chickens, strings of long,
skinned hares—provisions furnished

above decks or below, beyond the lens, yet
lending texture to the whole. Who will

consume these staples and indulgences? Who will
pocket the change or pay? Who will

step forward from the camera’s deadly-still
embrace to claim a partner, then set to

dance, and break down in the paneled cabins?
These four players—black men without

burnt cork, each a solitary traveler in communal
exile, trained in subtle warcraft, plying

trades along the rivers—stand disguised quite as
themselves, bent to survive the times.



In the photograph, a mere suggestion

of the unrecorded music, custom,
thoughtful variation, a semblance

dignified, demeaned, drastic and denied—

no solid land or portage tracks in sight.
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Spectacles of 1906
W.E.B. DuBois, 1868-1963

Now the easy principles of light,
clear order—eloquent ideas

on character, all taken

from the flesh—typography

in solid ranks and rows,

bound in soft calfskin.

Speech is the dream

here, a traffic in declaratives—






























