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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian poet, literary 
critic, and historian Kamau Brathwaite met with 
American poet and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a 
public discussion at Poet’s House in New York City. 
The pair had been friends and colleagues for over a 
decade, Mackey having published Brathwaite in 
early issues of the 1982 poetry magazine Hambone. 
They settled in for a lengthy oral survey of 
Brathwaite’s work, covering the effect his studies in 
Ghana and the UK had on his understanding of Ca-
ribbean identity, the Barbadian spoken tradition 
which he’d previously termed “nation language,” his 
beloved Arrivants and Ancestors poetry trilogies, and 
his move to the United States in 1991 for a professor-
ship in Comparative Literature at NYU. This talk with 
Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public event in New York—
occurred five years into a radical shift in his writing 
method, one that would redefine his relationship to 
his computer’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House event, 
Brathwaite worked with We Press and the journal 
XCP: Cross-Cultural Poetics to publish a transcription 
of the discussion, expanding the hour-long conversa-
tion into a sprawling, heavily-annotated, visual histo-
ry of his work—a now-essential key to following the 
poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Nathaniel 
Mackey, has a large trim-size for a poetry volume, 
measuring 8.5 × 11 inches. Its soft cover and 320 
pages allow it to flop open on one’s desk, revealing 
text spreads that change significantly as one pages 
through it. The original substance of the conversation 
is typeset in Courier in squarish, fully-justified text 
blocks, which Brathwaite often interrupts with in-line, 
bracketed citations at a smaller point size. Longer 
annotations are signaled by narrowed, right-shifted 
columns, vertical lines running the length of the left 
side of the text block, double-stroked frames (some-
times multiple framed texts on a single page), and 

sudden, significant changes in typeface and point 
size. The typefaces would have been available in 
1990s Apple word processors and design software: 
Chancery, Times New Roman, Antique Olive, Avant 
Garde Gothic, Stop, Century Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, 
and New York, to name a few. Brathwaite bitmapped 
some of these types almost beyond recognition by 
printing them with his Apple StyleWriter printer, which 
necessitated the use of photo-offset printing to faith-
fully reproduce his typesetting for publication. These 
arrays of black pixels are in formal conversation with 
the pictographic glyphs from the dingbats typeface 
Cairo, as well as Brathwaite’s own pixel drawings. His 
signature use of deliberate misspelling and double 
entendre occur throughout the conversation and 
annotations, which reference excerpts from his own 
poetry as well as the words of Caribbean luminaries 
such as Derek Walcott, Walter Rodney, Bob Marley, C. 
L. R. James, Frantz Fanon, and Sylvia Wynter.
 The typographies in conVERSations are an 
exemplary specimen of what Brathwaite called his 
“Sycorax video style,” a “new pathway” his poetry 
took after enduring three traumatic events in the 
previous decade. In 1986, he lost his wife Doris “Zea 
Mexican” Brathwaite to cancer. Two years later, 
Hurricane Gilbert triggered a mudslide that destroyed 
his home, library, and personal archive in Irish Town, 
Jamaica. And one stormy night in 1990, three men 
broke into his Kingston flat and bound, gagged, and 
robbed him. One of the men put a gun to Brathwaite’s 
head. The weapon either malfunctioned or was not 
loaded, but he heard the click of the trigger, an event 
he later described as a kind of murder by “ghost 
bullet.” Now regarding himself as someone who “was 
dead but had not died,” he began to transcribe a 
series of dreams—intending to restore or reinvent his 
psyche—in this new video style. This writing would be 
collected under the title DreamStories (1994), a book 
whose design initially confounded its publisher. . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian poet, literary 
critic, and historian Kamau Brathwaite met with 
American poet and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a 
public discussion at Poet’s House in New York City. 
The pair had been friends and colleagues for over a 
decade, Mackey having published Brathwaite in 
early issues of the 1982 poetry magazine Hambone. 
They settled in for a lengthy oral survey of 
Brathwaite’s work, covering the effect his studies in 
Ghana and the UK had on his understanding of 
Caribbean identity, the Barbadian spoken tradition 
which he’d previously termed “nation language,” 
his beloved Arrivants and Ancestors poetry trilo-
gies, and his move to the United States in 1991 for a 
professorship in Comparative Literature at NYU. 
This talk with Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public 
event in New York—occurred five years into a radi-
cal shift in his writing method, one that would rede-
fine his relationship to his computer’s word proces-
sor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House event, 
Brathwaite worked with We Press and the journal 
XCP: Cross-Cultural Poetics to publish a transcrip-
tion of the discussion, expanding the hour-long 
conversation into a sprawling, heavily-annotated, 
visual history of his work—a now-essential key to 
following the poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Nathaniel 
Mackey, has a large trim-size for a poetry volume, 
measuring 8.5 × 11 inches. Its soft cover and 320 
pages allow it to flop open on one’s desk, revealing 
text spreads that change significantly as one pages 
through it. The original substance of the conversa-
tion is typeset in Courier in squarish, fully-justified 
text blocks, which Brathwaite often interrupts with 
in-line, bracketed citations at a smaller point size. 
Longer annotations are signaled by narrowed, 
right-shifted columns, vertical lines running the 
length of the left side of the text block, dou-

ble-stroked frames (sometimes multiple framed 
texts on a single page), and sudden, significant 
changes in typeface and point size. The typefaces 
would have been available in 1990s Apple word 
processors and design software: Chancery, Times 
New Roman, Antique Olive, Avant Garde Gothic, 
Stop, Century Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, and New 
York, to name a few. Brathwaite bitmapped some of 
these types almost beyond recognition by printing 
them with his Apple StyleWriter printer, which 
necessitated the use of photo-offset printing to 
faithfully reproduce his typesetting for publication. 
These arrays of black pixels are in formal conversa-
tion with the pictographic glyphs from the dingbats 
typeface Cairo, as well as Brathwaite’s own pixel 
drawings. His signature use of deliberate misspell-
ing and double entendre occur throughout the 
conversation and annotations, which reference 
excerpts from his own poetry as well as the words 
of Caribbean luminaries such as Derek Walcott, 
Walter Rodney, Bob Marley, C. L. R. James, Frantz 
Fanon, and Sylvia Wynter.
 The typographies in conVERSations are an 
exemplary specimen of what Brathwaite called his 
“Sycorax video style,” a “new pathway” his poetry 
took after enduring three traumatic events in the 
previous decade. In 1986, he lost his wife Doris “Zea 
Mexican” Brathwaite to cancer. Two years later, 
Hurricane Gilbert triggered a mudslide that de-
stroyed his home, library, and personal archive in 
Irish Town, Jamaica. And one stormy night in 1990, 
three men broke into his Kingston flat and bound, 
gagged, and robbed him. One of the men put a gun 
to Brathwaite’s head. The weapon either malfunc-
tioned or was not loaded, but he heard the click of 
the trigger, an event he later described as a kind of 
murder by “ghost bullet.” Now regarding himself as 
someone who “was dead but had not died,” he 
began to transcribe a series of dreams . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian poet, literary 
critic, and historian Kamau Brathwaite met with Ameri-
can poet and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a public 
discussion at Poet’s House in New York City. The pair 
had been friends and colleagues for over a decade, 
Mackey having published Brathwaite in early issues of 
the 1982 poetry magazine Hambone. They settled in for 
a lengthy oral survey of Brathwaite’s work, covering the 
effect his studies in Ghana and the UK had on his un-
derstanding of Caribbean identity, the Barbadian 
spoken tradition which he’d previously termed “nation 
language,” his beloved Arrivants and Ancestors poetry 
trilogies, and his move to the United States in 1991 for a 
professorship in Comparative Literature at NYU. This 
talk with Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public event in New 
York—occurred five years into a radical shift in his 
writing method, one that would redefine his relationship 
to his computer’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House event, Brathwaite 
worked with We Press and the journal XCP: Cross-Cul-
tural Poetics to publish a transcription of the discussion, 
expanding the hour-long conversation into a sprawling, 
heavily-annotated, visual history of his work—a now-es-
sential key to following the poet’s writing and influenc-
es.
 The book, conVERSations with Nathaniel Mack-
ey, has a large trim-size for a poetry volume, measuring 
8.5 × 11 inches. Its soft cover and 320 pages allow it to 
flop open on one’s desk, revealing text spreads that 
change significantly as one pages through it. The 
original substance of the conversation is typeset in 
Courier in squarish, fully-justified text blocks, which 
Brathwaite often interrupts with in-line, bracketed 
citations at a smaller point size. Longer annotations are 
signaled by narrowed, right-shifted columns, vertical 
lines running the length of the left side of the text block, 
double-stroked frames (sometimes multiple framed 
texts on a single page), and sudden, significant chang-
es in typeface and point size. The typefaces would 

have been available in 1990s Apple word processors 
and design software: Chancery, Times New Roman, An-
tique Olive, Avant Garde Gothic, Stop, Century School-
book, Latin, Arial, and New York, to name a few. 
Brathwaite bitmapped some of these types almost 
beyond recognition by printing them with his Apple 
StyleWriter printer, which necessitated the use of pho-
to-offset printing to faithfully reproduce his typesetting 
for publication. These arrays of black pixels are in 
formal conversation with the pictographic glyphs from 
the dingbats typeface Cairo, as well as Brathwaite’s 
own pixel drawings. His signature use of deliberate 
misspelling and double entendre occur throughout the 
conversation and annotations, which reference ex-
cerpts from his own poetry as well as the words of 
Caribbean luminaries such as Derek Walcott, Walter 
Rodney, Bob Marley, C. L. R. James, Frantz Fanon, and 
Sylvia Wynter.
 The typographies in conVERSations are an 
exemplary specimen of what Brathwaite called his 
“Sycorax video style,” a “new pathway” his poetry took 
after enduring three traumatic events in the previous 
decade. In 1986, he lost his wife Doris “Zea Mexican” 
Brathwaite to cancer. Two years later, Hurricane Gilbert 
triggered a mudslide that destroyed his home, library, 
and personal archive in Irish Town, Jamaica. And one 
stormy night in 1990, three men broke into his Kingston 
flat and bound, gagged, and robbed him. One of the 
men put a gun to Brathwaite’s head. The weapon either 
malfunctioned or was not loaded, but he heard the 
click of the trigger, an event he later described as a 
kind of murder by “ghost bullet.” Now regarding himself 
as someone who “was dead but had not died,” he 
began to transcribe a series of dreams—intending to 
restore or reinvent his psyche—in this new video style. 
This writing would be collected under the title Dream-
Stories (1994), a book whose design initially confounded 
its publisher. . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian 
poet, literary critic, and historian 
Kamau Brathwaite met with American poet 
and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a pub-
lic discussion at Poet’s House in New 
York City. The pair had been friends 
and colleagues for over a decade, Mack-
ey having published Brathwaite in early 
issues of the 1982 poetry magazine Ham-
bone. They settled in for a lengthy 
oral survey of Brathwaite’s work, cov-
ering the effect his studies in Ghana 
and the UK had on his understanding of 
Caribbean identity, the Barbadian spo-
ken tradition which he’d previously 
termed “nation language,” his beloved 
Arrivants and Ancestors poetry trilo-
gies, and his move to the United States 
in 1991 for a professorship in Compara-
tive Literature at NYU. This talk with 
Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public event 
in New York—occurred five years into a 
radical shift in his writing method, 
one that would redefine his relation-
ship to his computer’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House 
event, Brathwaite worked with We Press 
and the journal XCP: Cross-Cultural 
Poetics to publish a transcription of 
the discussion, expanding the hour-long 
conversation into a sprawling, heavi-
ly-annotated, visual history of his 
work—a now-essential key to following 
the poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Na-
thaniel Mackey, has a large trim-size 

for a poetry volume, measuring 8.5 × 11 
inches. Its soft cover and 320 pages 
allow it to flop open on one’s desk, 
revealing text spreads that change sig-
nificantly as one pages through it. The 
original substance of the conversation 
is typeset in Courier in squarish, ful-
ly-justified text blocks, which 
Brathwaite often interrupts with in-
line, bracketed citations at a smaller 
point size. Longer annotations are sig-
naled by narrowed, right-shifted col-
umns, vertical lines running the length 
of the left side of the text block, 
double-stroked frames (sometimes multi-
ple framed texts on a single page), and 
sudden, significant changes in typeface 
and point size. The typefaces would 
have been available in 1990s Apple word 
processors and design software: Chan-
cery, Times New Roman, Antique Olive, 
Avant Garde Gothic, Stop, Century 
Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, and New York, 
to name a few. Brathwaite bitmapped 
some of these types almost beyond rec-
ognition by printing them with his Ap-
ple StyleWriter printer, which necessi-
tated the use of photo-offset printing 
to faithfully reproduce his typesetting 
for publication. These arrays of black 
pixels are in formal conversation with 
the pictographic glyphs from the ding-
bats typeface Cairo, as well as 
Brathwaite’s own pixel drawings. His 
signature use of deliberate misspelling 
and double entendre occur . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian 
poet, literary critic, and historian 
Kamau Brathwaite met with American poet 
and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a pub-
lic discussion at Poet’s House in New 
York City. The pair had been friends 
and colleagues for over a decade, Mack-
ey having published Brathwaite in early 
issues of the 1982 poetry magazine Ham-
bone. They settled in for a lengthy 
oral survey of Brathwaite’s work, cov-
ering the effect his studies in Ghana 
and the UK had on his understanding of 
Caribbean identity, the Barbadian spo-
ken tradition which he’d previously 
termed “nation language,” his beloved 
Arrivants and Ancestors poetry trilo-
gies, and his move to the United States 
in 1991 for a professorship in Compara-
tive Literature at NYU. This talk with 
Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public event 
in New York—occurred five years into a 
radical shift in his writing method, 
one that would redefine his relation-
ship to his computer’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House 
event, Brathwaite worked with We Press 
and the journal XCP: Cross-Cultural 
Poetics to publish a transcription of 
the discussion, expanding the hour-long 
conversation into a sprawling, heavi-
ly-annotated, visual history of his 
work—a now-essential key to following 
the poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Na-
thaniel Mackey, has a large trim-size 

for a poetry volume, measuring 8.5 × 11 
inches. Its soft cover and 320 pages 
allow it to flop open on one’s desk, 
revealing text spreads that change sig-
nificantly as one pages through it. The 
original substance of the conversation 
is typeset in Courier in squarish, ful-
ly-justified text blocks, which 
Brathwaite often interrupts with in-
line, bracketed citations at a smaller 
point size. Longer annotations are sig-
naled by narrowed, right-shifted col-
umns, vertical lines running the length 
of the left side of the text block, 
double-stroked frames (sometimes multi-
ple framed texts on a single page), and 
sudden, significant changes in typeface 
and point size. The typefaces would 
have been available in 1990s Apple word 
processors and design software: Chan-
cery, Times New Roman, Antique Olive, 
Avant Garde Gothic, Stop, Century 
Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, and New York, 
to name a few. Brathwaite bitmapped 
some of these types almost beyond rec-
ognition by printing them with his Ap-
ple StyleWriter printer, which necessi-
tated the use of photo-offset printing 
to faithfully reproduce his typesetting 
for publication. These arrays of black 
pixels are in formal conversation with 
the pictographic glyphs from the ding-
bats typeface Cairo, as well as 
Brathwaite’s own pixel drawings. His 
signature use of deliberate misspelling 
and double entendre occur . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian 
poet, literary critic, and historian 
Kamau Brathwaite met with American poet 
and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a pub-
lic discussion at Poet’s House in New 
York City. The pair had been friends 
and colleagues for over a decade, Mack-
ey having published Brathwaite in early 
issues of the 1982 poetry magazine Ham-
bone. They settled in for a lengthy 
oral survey of Brathwaite’s work, cov-
ering the effect his studies in Ghana 
and the UK had on his understanding of 
Caribbean identity, the Barbadian spo-
ken tradition which he’d previously 
termed “nation language,” his beloved 
Arrivants and Ancestors poetry trilo-
gies, and his move to the United States 
in 1991 for a professorship in Compara-
tive Literature at NYU. This talk with 
Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public event 
in New York—occurred five years into a 
radical shift in his writing method, 
one that would redefine his relation-
ship to his computer’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House 
event, Brathwaite worked with We Press 
and the journal XCP: Cross-Cultural 
Poetics to publish a transcription of 
the discussion, expanding the hour-long 
conversation into a sprawling, heavi-
ly-annotated, visual history of his 
work—a now-essential key to following 
the poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Na-
thaniel Mackey, has a large trim-size 

for a poetry volume, measuring 8.5 × 11 
inches. Its soft cover and 320 pages 
allow it to flop open on one’s desk, 
revealing text spreads that change sig-
nificantly as one pages through it. The 
original substance of the conversation 
is typeset in Courier in squarish, ful-
ly-justified text blocks, which 
Brathwaite often interrupts with in-
line, bracketed citations at a smaller 
point size. Longer annotations are sig-
naled by narrowed, right-shifted col-
umns, vertical lines running the length 
of the left side of the text block, 
double-stroked frames (sometimes multi-
ple framed texts on a single page), and 
sudden, significant changes in typeface 
and point size. The typefaces would 
have been available in 1990s Apple word 
processors and design software: Chan-
cery, Times New Roman, Antique Olive, 
Avant Garde Gothic, Stop, Century 
Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, and New York, 
to name a few. Brathwaite bitmapped 
some of these types almost beyond rec-
ognition by printing them with his Ap-
ple StyleWriter printer, which necessi-
tated the use of photo-offset printing 
to faithfully reproduce his typesetting 
for publication. These arrays of black 
pixels are in formal conversation with 
the pictographic glyphs from the ding-
bats typeface Cairo, as well as 
Brathwaite’s own pixel drawings. His 
signature use of deliberate misspelling 
and double entendre occur . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian poet, literary 
critic, and historian Kamau Brathwaite met with 
American poet and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a 
public discussion at Poet’s House in New York City. 
The pair had been friends and colleagues for over a 
decade, Mackey having published Brathwaite in 
early issues of the 1982 poetry magazine Hambone. 
They settled in for a lengthy oral survey of 
Brathwaite’s work, covering the effect his studies in 
Ghana and the UK had on his understanding of Ca-
ribbean identity, the Barbadian spoken tradition 
which he’d previously termed “nation language,” his 
beloved Arrivants and Ancestors poetry trilogies, and 
his move to the United States in 1991 for a professor-
ship in Comparative Literature at NYU. This talk with 
Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public event in New York—
occurred five years into a radical shift in his writing 
method, one that would redefine his relationship to 
his computer’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House event, 
Brathwaite worked with We Press and the journal 
XCP: Cross-Cultural Poetics to publish a transcription 
of the discussion, expanding the hour-long conversa-
tion into a sprawling, heavily-annotated, visual histo-
ry of his work—a now-essential key to following the 
poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Nathaniel 
Mackey, has a large trim-size for a poetry volume, 
measuring 8.5 × 11 inches. Its soft cover and 320 
pages allow it to flop open on one’s desk, revealing 
text spreads that change significantly as one pages 
through it. The original substance of the conversation 
is typeset in Courier in squarish, fully-justified text 
blocks, which Brathwaite often interrupts with in-line, 
bracketed citations at a smaller point size. Longer 
annotations are signaled by narrowed, right-shifted 
columns, vertical lines running the length of the left 
side of the text block, double-stroked frames (some-
times multiple framed texts on a single page), and 

sudden, significant changes in typeface and point 
size. The typefaces would have been available in 
1990s Apple word processors and design software: 
Chancery, Times New Roman, Antique Olive, Avant 
Garde Gothic, Stop, Century Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, 
and New York, to name a few. Brathwaite bitmapped 
some of these types almost beyond recognition by 
printing them with his Apple StyleWriter printer, which 
necessitated the use of photo-offset printing to faith-
fully reproduce his typesetting for publication. These 
arrays of black pixels are in formal conversation with 
the pictographic glyphs from the dingbats typeface 
Cairo, as well as Brathwaite’s own pixel drawings. His 
signature use of deliberate misspelling and double 
entendre occur throughout the conversation and 
annotations, which reference excerpts from his own 
poetry as well as the words of Caribbean luminaries 
such as Derek Walcott, Walter Rodney, Bob Marley, C. 
L. R. James, Frantz Fanon, and Sylvia Wynter.
 The typographies in conVERSations are an 
exemplary specimen of what Brathwaite called his 
“Sycorax video style,” a “new pathway” his poetry 
took after enduring three traumatic events in the 
previous decade. In 1986, he lost his wife Doris “Zea 
Mexican” Brathwaite to cancer. Two years later, 
Hurricane Gilbert triggered a mudslide that destroyed 
his home, library, and personal archive in Irish Town, 
Jamaica. And one stormy night in 1990, three men 
broke into his Kingston flat and bound, gagged, and 
robbed him. One of the men put a gun to Brathwaite’s 
head. The weapon either malfunctioned or was not 
loaded, but he heard the click of the trigger, an event 
he later described as a kind of murder by “ghost 
bullet.” Now regarding himself as someone who “was 
dead but had not died,” he began to transcribe a 
series of dreams—intending to restore or reinvent his 
psyche—in this new video style. This writing would be 
collected under the title DreamStories (1994), a book 
whose design initially confounded its publisher. . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian poet, literary 
critic, and historian Kamau Brathwaite met with 
American poet and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a 
public discussion at Poet’s House in New York City. 
The pair had been friends and colleagues for over a 
decade, Mackey having published Brathwaite in 
early issues of the 1982 poetry magazine Hambone. 
They settled in for a lengthy oral survey of 
Brathwaite’s work, covering the effect his studies in 
Ghana and the UK had on his understanding of 
Caribbean identity, the Barbadian spoken tradition 
which he’d previously termed “nation language,” 
his beloved Arrivants and Ancestors poetry trilo-
gies, and his move to the United States in 1991 for a 
professorship in Comparative Literature at NYU. 
This talk with Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public 
event in New York—occurred five years into a radi-
cal shift in his writing method, one that would rede-
fine his relationship to his computer’s word proces-
sor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House event, 
Brathwaite worked with We Press and the journal 
XCP: Cross-Cultural Poetics to publish a transcrip-
tion of the discussion, expanding the hour-long 
conversation into a sprawling, heavily-annotated, 
visual history of his work—a now-essential key to 
following the poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Nathaniel 
Mackey, has a large trim-size for a poetry volume, 
measuring 8.5 × 11 inches. Its soft cover and 320 
pages allow it to flop open on one’s desk, revealing 
text spreads that change significantly as one pages 
through it. The original substance of the conversa-
tion is typeset in Courier in squarish, fully-justified 
text blocks, which Brathwaite often interrupts with 
in-line, bracketed citations at a smaller point size. 
Longer annotations are signaled by narrowed, 
right-shifted columns, vertical lines running the 
length of the left side of the text block, dou-

ble-stroked frames (sometimes multiple framed 
texts on a single page), and sudden, significant 
changes in typeface and point size. The typefaces 
would have been available in 1990s Apple word 
processors and design software: Chancery, Times 
New Roman, Antique Olive, Avant Garde Gothic, 
Stop, Century Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, and New 
York, to name a few. Brathwaite bitmapped some of 
these types almost beyond recognition by printing 
them with his Apple StyleWriter printer, which 
necessitated the use of photo-offset printing to 
faithfully reproduce his typesetting for publication. 
These arrays of black pixels are in formal conversa-
tion with the pictographic glyphs from the dingbats 
typeface Cairo, as well as Brathwaite’s own pixel 
drawings. His signature use of deliberate misspell-
ing and double entendre occur throughout the 
conversation and annotations, which reference 
excerpts from his own poetry as well as the words 
of Caribbean luminaries such as Derek Walcott, 
Walter Rodney, Bob Marley, C. L. R. James, Frantz 
Fanon, and Sylvia Wynter.
 The typographies in conVERSations are an 
exemplary specimen of what Brathwaite called his 
“Sycorax video style,” a “new pathway” his poetry 
took after enduring three traumatic events in the 
previous decade. In 1986, he lost his wife Doris “Zea 
Mexican” Brathwaite to cancer. Two years later, 
Hurricane Gilbert triggered a mudslide that de-
stroyed his home, library, and personal archive in 
Irish Town, Jamaica. And one stormy night in 1990, 
three men broke into his Kingston flat and bound, 
gagged, and robbed him. One of the men put a gun 
to Brathwaite’s head. The weapon either malfunc-
tioned or was not loaded, but he heard the click of 
the trigger, an event he later described as a kind of 
murder by “ghost bullet.” Now regarding himself as 
someone who “was dead but had not died,” he 
began to transcribe a series of dreams . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian poet, literary 
critic, and historian Kamau Brathwaite met with Ameri-
can poet and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a public 
discussion at Poet’s House in New York City. The pair 
had been friends and colleagues for over a decade, 
Mackey having published Brathwaite in early issues of 
the 1982 poetry magazine Hambone. They settled in for 
a lengthy oral survey of Brathwaite’s work, covering the 
effect his studies in Ghana and the UK had on his 
understanding of Caribbean identity, the Barbadian 
spoken tradition which he’d previously termed “nation 
language,” his beloved Arrivants and Ancestors poetry 
trilogies, and his move to the United States in 1991 for a 
professorship in Comparative Literature at NYU. This 
talk with Mackey—Brathwaite’s first public event in New 
York—occurred five years into a radical shift in his 
writing method, one that would redefine his relation-
ship to his computer’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House event, 
Brathwaite worked with We Press and the journal XCP: 
Cross-Cultural Poetics to publish a transcription of the 
discussion, expanding the hour-long conversation into 
a sprawling, heavily-annotated, visual history of his 
work—a now-essential key to following the poet’s 
writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Nathaniel Mack-
ey, has a large trim-size for a poetry volume, measur-
ing 8.5 × 11 inches. Its soft cover and 320 pages allow it 
to flop open on one’s desk, revealing text spreads that 
change significantly as one pages through it. The 
original substance of the conversation is typeset in 
Courier in squarish, fully-justified text blocks, which 
Brathwaite often interrupts with in-line, bracketed 
citations at a smaller point size. Longer annotations 
are signaled by narrowed, right-shifted columns, verti-
cal lines running the length of the left side of the text 
block, double-stroked frames (sometimes multiple 
framed texts on a single page), and sudden, significant 
changes in typeface and point size. The typefaces 

would have been available in 1990s Apple word pro-
cessors and design software: Chancery, Times New 
Roman, Antique Olive, Avant Garde Gothic, Stop, 
Century Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, and New York, to 
name a few. Brathwaite bitmapped some of these 
types almost beyond recognition by printing them with 
his Apple StyleWriter printer, which necessitated the 
use of photo-offset printing to faithfully reproduce his 
typesetting for publication. These arrays of black pixels 
are in formal conversation with the pictographic 
glyphs from the dingbats typeface Cairo, as well as 
Brathwaite’s own pixel drawings. His signature use of 
deliberate misspelling and double entendre occur 
throughout the conversation and annotations, which 
reference excerpts from his own poetry as well as the 
words of Caribbean luminaries such as Derek Walcott, 
Walter Rodney, Bob Marley, C. L. R. James, Frantz 
Fanon, and Sylvia Wynter.
 The typographies in conVERSations are an 
exemplary specimen of what Brathwaite called his 
“Sycorax video style,” a “new pathway” his poetry took 
after enduring three traumatic events in the previous 
decade. In 1986, he lost his wife Doris “Zea Mexican” 
Brathwaite to cancer. Two years later, Hurricane  
Gilbert triggered a mudslide that destroyed his home, 
library, and personal archive in Irish Town, Jamaica. 
And one stormy night in 1990, three men broke into his 
Kingston flat and bound, gagged, and robbed him. 
One of the men put a gun to Brathwaite’s head. The 
weapon either malfunctioned or was not loaded, but 
he heard the click of the trigger, an event he later 
described as a kind of murder by “ghost bullet.” Now 
regarding himself as someone who “was dead but had 
not died,” he began to transcribe a series of dreams—
intending to restore or reinvent his psyche—in this new 
video style. This writing would be collected under the 
title DreamStories (1994), a book whose design initially 
confounded its publisher. . . .
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Across the street from the JAARS offices sits the 
campus’s most public-facing entity, the Museum of 
the Alphabet, a modest, densely-packed, one-story 
building dedicated to world alphabetical history as 
observed by SIL employees over eight decades.  
Its dozen-or-so rooms feature artifacts and books 
from Townsend’s travels, but are mostly filled with 
homespun models, hand-painted dioramas, text 
panels, murals, and infographics portraying alpha-
betic writing from around the world. Upon entering 
the lobby, visitors are immediately flanked by a 
welded sheet metal sculpture of the Tower of Ba-
bel, and a human-sized, wooden “Alphabet Tree” 
illustrating some of the innumerable forks that 
writing systems have taken throughout human 
civilization. Branches labelled “Linear B” or “Mixtec 
Aztec” abruptly end not far above the ground, 
while others marked “Modern Roman,” “Armenian,” 
“Gujarati,” or “Chinese,” carry us high up the tree 
and into the present day. This forking tree motif—
where certain writing systems simply die out in 
some kind of seemingly natural selection—recurs 
throughout the museum’s galleries. Between the 
Tower of Babel and the Alphabet Tree, a large wall 
graphic assures visitors: “About 750 million are still 
waiting for… the Word.”
 The history charted by the museum will be 
familiar to anyone who’s taken an introductory 
typography class. It begins with models of cunei-
form tablets and Egyptian hieroglyphics, which 
slowly lead into alphabets by the North Semitic,  
the Phoenicians, the early- and classical-Greeks, 
the Etruscans, and then the Modern Roman charac-
ters we read in the west today, with significant 
attention paid to the technologies that made such 
writing and printing possible. The museum also 
features rooms dedicated to the development of 
Cyrillic, Aramaic, Arabic, Hebrew, Thai, Vietnamese, 
Korean, Japanese, Chinese, Cherokee, and Indic 

writing systems. Each room communicates a pro-
found fascination with—a love for—languages of the 
world; a love troubled by SIL’s insistence that the 
Christian God is the “supreme authority in all mat-
ters of belief and practice.”The curators are careful 
to highlight consequential figures in the history of 
Bible production: Ulfïlas, the Visigoth Bible transla-
tor who developed the Gothic alphabet; Alcuin of 
York, the English scholar who devised writing 
standards for Bible scribes; Mesrop Mashtots, who 
designed the Armenian alphabet to strengthen 
national identity through Bible translation; and 
Johannes Gutenberg, whose innovations produced 
the first printed Bible. SIL clearly sees itself as a 
spiritual successor to these figures. Future histories 
might list Townsend as a person of comparable 
typographic influence.
 Some of the Bibles on display in a nearby 
building were just published by Wycliffe Bible 
Translators in the previous year, featuring scrip-
tures newly translated into Tegbo (Ghana), Nali and 
Ura (Papua New Guinea), Hawaiian Pidgin, and 
others. They represent the end-stage results of a 
focused global strategy. In 1999, WBT adopted a 
plan to initiate a Bible translation project “in every 
language community that needs it” by the year 
2025, which was largely reliant on field research 
databases and operational tools then being devel-
oped by its sibling organization.Over the subse-
quent two decades, SIL’s Language Technology 
team and Vernacular Media Services unit (now 
called SIL International Media Services) have 
expanded their information technology resources 
to include audio and video production, media litera-
cy, mobile app development for Biblical storytell-
ing, and of course its now quite formidable cata-
logue of open source typographic software. Given 
its broad linguistics expertise, field work capacity 
and global reach, UNESCO had granted SIL . . .
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Across the street from the JAARS offices sits the 
campus’s most public-facing entity, the Museum 
of the Alphabet, a modest, densely-packed, 
one-story building dedicated to world alphabetical 
history as observed by SIL employees over eight 
decades. Its dozen-or-so rooms feature artifacts 
and books from Townsend’s travels, but are most-
ly filled with homespun models, hand-painted 
dioramas, text panels, murals, and infographics 
portraying alphabetic writing from around the 
world. Upon entering the lobby, visitors are imme-
diately flanked by a welded sheet metal sculpture 
of the Tower of Babel, and a human-sized, wooden 
“Alphabet Tree” illustrating some of the innumera-
ble forks that writing systems have taken 
throughout human civilization. Branches labelled 
“Linear B” or “Mixtec Aztec” abruptly end not far 
above the ground, while others marked “Modern 
Roman,” “Armenian,” “Gujarati,” or “Chinese,” 
carry us high up the tree and into the present day. 
This forking tree motif—where certain writing 
systems simply die out in some kind of seemingly 
natural selection—recurs throughout the muse-
um’s galleries. Between the Tower of Babel and 
the Alphabet Tree, a large wall graphic assures 
visitors: “About 750 million are still waiting for… 
the Word.”
 The history charted by the museum will be 
familiar to anyone who’s taken an introductory 
typography class. It begins with models of cunei-
form tablets and Egyptian hieroglyphics, which 
slowly lead into alphabets by the North Semitic, 
the Phoenicians, the early- and classical-Greeks, 
the Etruscans, and then the Modern Roman char-
acters we read in the west today, with significant 
attention paid to the technologies that made such 
writing and printing possible. The museum also 
features rooms dedicated to the development of 
Cyrillic, Aramaic, Arabic, Hebrew, Thai, Vietnam-

ese, Korean, Japanese, Chinese, Cherokee, and 
Indic writing systems. Each room communicates a 
profound fascination with—a love for—languages 
of the world; a love troubled by SIL’s insistence 
that the Christian God is the “supreme authority 
in all matters of belief and practice.”The curators 
are careful to highlight consequential figures in 
the history of Bible production: Ulfïlas, the Visig-
oth Bible translator who developed the Gothic 
alphabet; Alcuin of York, the English scholar who 
devised writing standards for Bible scribes; Mes-
rop Mashtots, who designed the Armenian alpha-
bet to strengthen national identity through Bible 
translation; and Johannes Gutenberg, whose inno-
vations produced the first printed Bible. SIL clear-
ly sees itself as a spiritual successor to these 
figures. Future histories might list Townsend as a 
person of comparable typographic influence.
 Some of the Bibles on display in a nearby 
building were just published by Wycliffe Bible 
Translators in the previous year, featuring scrip-
tures newly translated into Tegbo (Ghana), Nali 
and Ura (Papua New Guinea), Hawaiian Pidgin, 
and others. They represent the end-stage results 
of a focused global strategy. In 1999, WBT adopted 
a plan to initiate a Bible translation project “in 
every language community that needs it” by the 
year 2025, which was largely reliant on field 
research databases and operational tools then 
being developed by its sibling organization.Over 
the subsequent two decades, SIL’s Language 
Technology team and Vernacular Media Services 
unit (now called SIL International Media Services) 
have expanded their information technology 
resources to include audio and video production, 
media literacy, mobile app development for Bibli-
cal storytelling, and of course its now quite formi-
dable catalogue of open source typographic soft-
ware. Given its broad linguistics expertise . . .
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Across the street from the JAARS offices sits the campus’s 
most public-facing entity, the Museum of the Alphabet, a 
modest, densely-packed, one-story building dedicated to world 
alphabetical history as observed by SIL employees over eight 
decades. Its dozen-or-so rooms feature artifacts and books 
from Townsend’s travels, but are mostly filled with homespun 
models, hand-painted dioramas, text panels, murals, and 
infographics portraying alphabetic writing from around the 
world. Upon entering the lobby, visitors are immediately 
flanked by a welded sheet metal sculpture of the Tower of 
Babel, and a human-sized, wooden “Alphabet Tree” illustrating 
some of the innumerable forks that writing systems have taken 
throughout human civilization. Branches labelled “Linear B” or 
“Mixtec Aztec” abruptly end not far above the ground, while 
others marked “Modern Roman,” “Armenian,” “Gujarati,” or 
“Chinese,” carry us high up the tree and into the present day. 
This forking tree motif—where certain writing systems simply 
die out in some kind of seemingly natural selection—recurs 
throughout the museum’s galleries. Between the Tower of 
Babel and the Alphabet Tree, a large wall graphic assures 
visitors: “About 750 million are still waiting for… the Word.”
 The history charted by the museum will be familiar to 
anyone who’s taken an introductory typography class. It begins 
with models of cuneiform tablets and Egyptian hieroglyphics, 
which slowly lead into alphabets by the North Semitic, the 
Phoenicians, the early- and classical-Greeks, the Etruscans, 
and then the Modern Roman characters we read in the west 
today, with significant attention paid to the technologies that 
made such writing and printing possible. The museum also 
features rooms dedicated to the development of Cyrillic, Ara-
maic, Arabic, Hebrew, Thai, Vietnamese, Korean, Japanese, 
Chinese, Cherokee, and Indic writing systems. Each room 
communicates a profound fascination with—a love for—lan-
guages of the world; a love troubled by SIL’s insistence that the 
Christian God is the “supreme authority in all matters of belief 
and practice.”The curators are careful to highlight consequen-
tial figures in the history of Bible production: Ulfïlas, the Visig-
oth Bible translator who developed the Gothic alphabet; Alcuin 
of York, the English scholar who devised writing standards for 

Bible scribes; Mesrop Mashtots, who designed the Armenian 
alphabet to strengthen national identity through Bible transla-
tion; and Johannes Gutenberg, whose innovations produced the 
first printed Bible. SIL clearly sees itself as a spiritual succes-
sor to these figures. Future histories might list Townsend as a 
person of comparable typographic influence.
 Some of the Bibles on display in a nearby building were 
just published by Wycliffe Bible Translators in the previous 
year, featuring scriptures newly translated into Tegbo (Ghana), 
Nali and Ura (Papua New Guinea), Hawaiian Pidgin, and 
others. They represent the end-stage results of a focused global 
strategy. In 1999, WBT adopted a plan to initiate a Bible transla-
tion project “in every language community that needs it” by the 
year 2025, which was largely reliant on field research databas-
es and operational tools then being developed by its sibling 
organization.Over the subsequent two decades, SIL’s Language 
Technology team and Vernacular Media Services unit (now 
called SIL International Media Services) have expanded their 
information technology resources to include audio and video 
production, media literacy, mobile app development for Biblical 
storytelling, and of course its now quite formidable catalogue of 
open source typographic software. Given its broad linguistics 
expertise, field work capacity and global reach, UNESCO had 
granted SIL official Consultative Status in 1992, and the Open 
Font License itself grew out of SIL’s consulting role on the 
2003 UNESCO “Initiative B@bel,” which provided research 
support on rendering multiple character sets across different 
web browsers. SIL’s evaluation of the technical and intellectual 
property issues at stake highlighted the need for a better legal 
framework to attend new font designs as they moved between 
operating systems and display codes, and were variously 
forked, modified, and embedded. SIL today is a leading organi-
zation of font technologists, and even advises the Unicode 
consortium, which maintains encoding standards for text 
processing software, on the entry of new glyphs and charac-
ters. SIL is a unique case study in how our textual ecosystem 
itself encodes histories of American political intervention, and 
the religious motivations and linguistic dispossession that 
accompany neoliberal development. If SIL’s first sixty years . . .
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Across the street from the JAARS offices sits the campus’s 
most public-facing entity, the Museum of the Alphabet, a 
modest, densely-packed, one-story building dedicated to 
world alphabetical history as observed by SIL employees 
over eight decades. Its dozen-or-so rooms feature artifacts 
and books from Townsend’s travels, but are mostly filled 
with homespun models, hand-painted dioramas, text 
panels, murals, and infographics portraying alphabetic 
writing from around the world. Upon entering the lobby, 
visitors are immediately flanked by a welded sheet metal 
sculpture of the Tower of Babel, and a human-sized, wood-
en “Alphabet Tree” illustrating some of the innumerable 
forks that writing systems have taken throughout human 
civilization. Branches labelled “Linear B” or “Mixtec Aztec” 
abruptly end not far above the ground, while others marked 
“Modern Roman,” “Armenian,” “Gujarati,” or “Chinese,” 
carry us high up the tree and into the present day. This 
forking tree motif—where certain writing systems simply 
die out in some kind of seemingly natural selection—recurs 
throughout the museum’s galleries. Between the Tower of 
Babel and the Alphabet Tree, a large wall graphic assures 
visitors: “About 750 million are still waiting for… the Word.”
 The history charted by the museum will be familiar 
to anyone who’s taken an introductory typography class. It 
begins with models of cuneiform tablets and Egyptian 
hieroglyphics, which slowly lead into alphabets by the 
North Semitic, the Phoenicians, the early- and classi-
cal-Greeks, the Etruscans, and then the Modern Roman 
characters we read in the west today, with significant 
attention paid to the technologies that made such writing 
and printing possible. The museum also features rooms 
dedicated to the development of Cyrillic, Aramaic, Arabic, 
Hebrew, Thai, Vietnamese, Korean, Japanese, Chinese, 
Cherokee, and Indic writing systems. Each room communi-
cates a profound fascination with—a love for—languages of 
the world; a love troubled by SIL’s insistence that the 
Christian God is the “supreme authority in all matters of 
belief and practice.”The curators are careful to highlight 
consequential figures in the history of Bible production: 

Ulfïlas, the Visigoth Bible translator who developed the 
Gothic alphabet; Alcuin of York, the English scholar who 
devised writing standards for Bible scribes; Mesrop Mash-
tots, who designed the Armenian alphabet to strengthen 
national identity through Bible translation; and Johannes 
Gutenberg, whose innovations produced the first printed 
Bible. SIL clearly sees itself as a spiritual successor to these 
figures. Future histories might list Townsend as a person of 
comparable typographic influence.
 Some of the Bibles on display in a nearby building 
were just published by Wycliffe Bible Translators in the 
previous year, featuring scriptures newly translated into 
Tegbo (Ghana), Nali and Ura (Papua New Guinea), Hawaiian 
Pidgin, and others. They represent the end-stage results of 
a focused global strategy. In 1999, WBT adopted a plan to 
initiate a Bible translation project “in every language 
community that needs it” by the year 2025, which was 
largely reliant on field research databases and operational 
tools then being developed by its sibling organization.Over 
the subsequent two decades, SIL’s Language Technology 
team and Vernacular Media Services unit (now called SIL 
International Media Services) have expanded their infor-
mation technology resources to include audio and video 
production, media literacy, mobile app development for 
Biblical storytelling, and of course its now quite formidable 
catalogue of open source typographic software. Given its 
broad linguistics expertise, field work capacity and global 
reach, UNESCO had granted SIL official Consultative Status 
in 1992, and the Open Font License itself grew out of SIL’s 
consulting role on the 2003 UNESCO “Initiative B@bel,” 
which provided research support on rendering multiple 
character sets across different web browsers. SIL’s evalua-
tion of the technical and intellectual property issues at 
stake highlighted the need for a better legal framework to 
attend new font designs as they moved between operating 
systems and display codes, and were variously forked, 
modified, and embedded. SIL today is a leading organization 
of font technologists, and even advises the Unicode con-
sortium, which maintains encoding standards for text . . .
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A man asks us in the 
park:
In what two instances 
does life guarantee
you see your name  
in all caps, alone?
He smiled and answered
On your State ID
And then again  
on your tombstone
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In the early 1930s, Guatemala’s econo-
my was based on plantation agriculture: 
indigenous peasants worked on  
coffee or fruit fincas for little pay.  
The railroad infrastructure was owned 
by the United States, and the United 
Fruit Company controlled most fruit 
production. This extremely profitable, 
neocolonial order was maintained by 
Jorge Ubico’s military dictatorship  
from 1931–44. While the literacy rate 
among the ladinos had reached 30%, 
the indigenous populations . . . 
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian poet, literary 
critic, and historian Kamau Brathwaite met with 
American poet and editor Nathaniel Mackey for a 
public discussion at Poet’s House in New York City. 
The pair had been friends and colleagues for over a 
decade, Mackey having published Brathwaite in early 
issues of the 1982 poetry magazine Hambone. They 
settled in for a lengthy oral survey of Brathwaite’s 
work, covering the effect his studies in Ghana and 
the UK had on his understanding of Caribbean iden-
tity, the Barbadian spoken tradition which he’d previ-
ously termed “nation language,” his beloved Arriv-
ants and Ancestors poetry trilogies, and his move to 
the United States in 1991 for a professorship in Com-
parative Literature at NYU. This talk with Mackey—
Brathwaite’s first public event in New York—occurred 
five years into a radical shift in his writing method, 
one that would redefine his relationship to his com-
puter’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House event, 
Brathwaite worked with We Press and the journal 
XCP: Cross-Cultural Poetics to publish a transcrip-
tion of the discussion, expanding the hour-long 
conversation into a sprawling, heavily-annotated, 
visual history of his work—a now-essential key to 
following the poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Nathaniel 
Mackey, has a large trim-size for a poetry volume, 
measuring 8.5 × 11 inches. Its soft cover and 320 
pages allow it to flop open on one’s desk, revealing 
text spreads that change significantly as one pages 
through it. The original substance of the conversa-
tion is typeset in Courier in squarish, fully-justified 
text blocks, which Brathwaite often interrupts with 
in-line, bracketed citations at a smaller point size. 
Longer annotations are signaled by narrowed, 
right-shifted columns, vertical lines running the 
length of the left side of the text block, dou-
ble-stroked frames (sometimes multiple framed texts 

on a single page), and sudden, significant changes in 
typeface and point size. The typefaces would have 
been available in 1990s Apple word processors and 
design software: Chancery, Times New Roman, 
Antique Olive, Avant Garde Gothic, Stop, Century 
Schoolbook, Latin, Arial, and New York, to name a 
few. Brathwaite bitmapped some of these types 
almost beyond recognition by printing them with his 
Apple StyleWriter printer, which necessitated the 
use of photo-offset printing to faithfully reproduce 
his typesetting for publication. These arrays of black 
pixels are in formal conversation with the pictograph-
ic glyphs from the dingbats typeface Cairo, as well as 
Brathwaite’s own pixel drawings. His signature use 
of deliberate misspelling and double entendre occur 
throughout the conversation and annotations, which 
reference excerpts from his own poetry as well as the 
words of Caribbean luminaries such as Derek Wal-
cott, Walter Rodney, Bob Marley, C. L. R. James, 
Frantz Fanon, and Sylvia Wynter.
 The typographies in conVERSations are an 
exemplary specimen of what Brathwaite called his 
“Sycorax video style,” a “new pathway” his poetry 
took after enduring three traumatic events in the 
previous decade. In 1986, he lost his wife Doris “Zea 
Mexican” Brathwaite to cancer. Two years later, 
Hurricane Gilbert triggered a mudslide that de-
stroyed his home, library, and personal archive in 
Irish Town, Jamaica. And one stormy night in 1990, 
three men broke into his Kingston flat and bound, 
gagged, and robbed him. One of the men put a gun 
to Brathwaite’s head. The weapon either malfunc-
tioned or was not loaded, but he heard the click of 
the trigger, an event he later described as a kind of 
murder by “ghost bullet.” Now regarding himself as 
someone who “was dead but had not died,” he  
began to transcribe a series of dreams—intending to  
restore or reinvent his psyche—in this new video 
style. This writing would be collected under the . . .
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On November 18, 1993, the Barbadian poet, liter-
ary critic, and historian Kamau Brathwaite met 
with American poet and editor Nathaniel Mackey 
for a public discussion at Poet’s House in New 
York City. The pair had been friends and col-
leagues for over a decade, Mackey having pub-
lished Brathwaite in early issues of the 1982 poetry 
magazine Hambone. They settled in for a lengthy 
oral survey of Brathwaite’s work, covering the 
effect his studies in Ghana and the UK had on his 
understanding of Caribbean identity, the Barbadi-
an spoken tradition which he’d previously termed 
“nation language,” his beloved Arrivants and An-
cestors poetry trilogies, and his move to the Unit-
ed States in 1991 for a professorship in Compara-
tive Literature at NYU. This talk with Mackey—  
Brathwaite’s first public event in New York—oc-
curred five years into a radical shift in his writing 
method, one that would redefine his relationship 
to his computer’s word processor.
 Six years after the Poet’s House event, 
Brathwaite worked with We Press and the journal 
XCP: Cross-Cultural Poetics to publish a transcrip-
tion of the discussion, expanding the hour-long 
conversation into a sprawling, heavily-annotated, 
visual history of his work—a now-essential key to 
following the poet’s writing and influences.
 The book, conVERSations with Nathaniel 
Mackey, has a large trim-size for a poetry volume, 
measuring 8.5 × 11 inches. Its soft cover and 320 
pages allow it to flop open on one’s desk, revealing 
text spreads that change significantly as one pag-
es through it. The original substance of the con-
versation is typeset in Courier in squarish, ful-
ly-justified text blocks, which Brathwaite often 
interrupts with in-line, bracketed citations at a 
smaller point size. Longer annotations are signaled 
by narrowed, right-shifted columns, vertical lines 
running the length of the left side of the text block, 

double-stroked frames (sometimes multiple 
framed texts on a single page), and sudden, signif-
icant changes in typeface and point size. The 
typefaces would have been available in 1990s 
Apple word processors and design software: 
Chancery, Times New Roman, Antique Olive, 
Avant Garde Gothic, Stop, Century Schoolbook, 
Latin, Arial, and New York, to name a few. 
Brathwaite bitmapped some of these types almost 
beyond recognition by printing them with his 
Apple StyleWriter printer, which necessitated the 
use of photo-offset printing to faithfully reproduce 
his typesetting for publication. These arrays of 
black pixels are in formal conversation with the 
pictographic glyphs from the dingbats typeface 
Cairo, as well as Brathwaite’s own pixel drawings. 
His signature use of deliberate misspelling and 
double entendre occur throughout the conversa-
tion and annotations, which reference excerpts 
from his own poetry as well as the words of Carib-
bean luminaries such as Derek Walcott, Walter 
Rodney, Bob Marley, C. L. R. James, Frantz Fanon, 
and Sylvia Wynter.
 The typographies in conVERSations are an 
exemplary specimen of what Brathwaite called his 
“Sycorax video style,” a “new pathway” his poetry 
took after enduring three traumatic events in the 
previous decade. In 1986, he lost his wife Doris 
“Zea Mexican” Brathwaite to cancer. Two years 
later, Hurricane Gilbert triggered a mudslide that 
destroyed his home, library, and personal archive 
in Irish Town, Jamaica. And one stormy night in 
1990, three men broke into his Kingston flat and 
bound, gagged, and robbed him. One of the men 
put a gun to Brathwaite’s head. The weapon either 
malfunctioned or was not loaded, but he heard the 
click of the trigger, an event he later described as 
a kind of murder by “ghost bullet.” Now regarding 
himself as someone who “was dead but had . . .
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Uneducated in the field of linguistics, he was initially frus-
trated with his attempts to grasp the Kaqchikel language 
through an English lens. His first breakthrough came from 
studying the work of Edward Sapir, the University of Chica-
go linguist who theorized that a language’s structure could 
not be learned without first trying to understand how a 
culture’s perspective differed from one’s own. Townsend 
abandoned his comparative linguistics for a “descriptive” 
approach, one acknowledging that each language has its 
own pattern independent of the Latin mold.[9] He came to 
recognize Kaqchikel as a complex language that could 
embed time, place, number of subjects, or even different 
kinds of actions into a single verb. After a year of study, he 
enlisted a Kaqchikel Mayan to help him translate the Gospel 
of Mark. According to Townsend’s biographers, the mayor of 
Antigua initially protested when he learned of Townsend’s 
activities: “We’re trying to get rid of the Indian languages. 
We want everyone to speak Spanish!” Townsend was aware 
of the discrimination against Guatemala’s indigenous people 
by Spanish-speaking ladinos, and believed that a New 
Testament in both Kaqchikel and Spanish would allow them 
to more easily assimilate into western custom by first en-
countering Christianity in their own language. “The key to 
Indian education is the mother tongue, the language of the 
soul,” he wrote. “Help them learn to read their language and 
become proud of it and their heritage. Give them the Bible 
to set them free from vice and superstition.… Once they 
have dignity, spiritual freedom, and self-assurance, they can 
move into the Spanish-speaking world as equals with the 
ladinos.”[10] With support from American mission agencies 
and a growing cadre of interested Christian linguists, 
Townsend spent the following decade completing the 
Kaqchikel translation of the entire New Testament. The 
manuscript was sent to the American Bible Society for 
printing in 1929, and the books reached Guatemala in 1931.
 In the early 1930s, Guatemala’s economy was based 
on plantation agriculture: indigenous peasants worked on 
coffee or fruit fincas for little pay. The railroad infrastructure 
was owned by the United States, and the United Fruit 

Company controlled most fruit production. This extremely 
profitable, neocolonial order was maintained by Jorge 
Ubico’s military dictatorship from 1931–44. While the litera-
cy rate among the ladinos had reached 30%, the indige-
nous populations oscillated between 1 and 10%. Ubico, like 
Townsend, saw conversion to Christianity as an effective 
means to stave off communist organizing, and to more 
thoroughly integrate indigenous populations into a national 
economy increasingly oriented toward the North American 
market. When the Kaqchikel Bibles arrived, Townsend made 
sure the first one out of the box went not to the Kaqchikel 
people but into the hands of Ubico, who asked Townsend 
to do the same for the Kekchi Maya.[12] Townsend would 
later go on to fictionalize his experiences in Guatemala, with 
some anti-communist embellishments, in his novel Tolo, 
The Volcano’s Son, which concludes with a Mayan Bible 
translation assistant foiling a Bolshevik-backed workers’ 
revolution.[13] In Townsend’s evangelical telling of the Christ 
narrative, material poverty is a symptom of a long-running 
spiritual debt rather than an economic necessity enforced 
by a ruling class.
 Townsend’s success in Guatemala attracted the 
attention of Mexican education reformer Moisés Sáenz, who 
invited the missionaries to continue their Good Work in 
Mexico. With blessings from the Dallas Theological Semi-
nary, the “Old Fashion Revival Hour” broadcast, and Chica-
go’s Moody Bible Institute, Townsend organized the Sum-
mer Training Camp for Prospective Bible Translators in 1934, 
which connected his linguistic collaborators with students 
from American Bible colleges, who would now be spending 
their summers doing translation work in Mexico and Guate-
mala. Describing the project to the Central American Mis-
sion in Dallas, Townsend wrote: “We will enter Mexico as 
linguists rather than as missionaries. The Indian languages 
must be learned and the New Testament translated into 
them. It matters not to us whether we be classified as 
missionaries or ditchdiggers if we be given a chance to labor 
toward that end.” The participants christened their interna-
tional project the Summer Institute of Linguistics. “ . . .
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In the early 1930s, Guatemala's economy was based on plantation agricul-

ture: indigenous peasants worked on coffee or fruit fincas for little pay. 

The railroad infrastructure was owned by the United States, and the United 

Fruit Company controlled most fruit production. This extremely profitable, 

neocolonial order was maintained by Jorge Ubico's military dictatorship 

from 1931-44. While the literacy rate among the ladinos had reached 30%, 

the indigenous populations oscillated between 1 and 10%. Ubico, like 

Townsend, saw conversion to Christianity as an effective means to stave off 

communist organizing, and to more thoroughly integrate indigenous popula-

tions into a national economy increasingly oriented toward the North Ameri-

can market. When the Kaqchikel Bibles arrived, Townsend made sure the first 

one out of the box went not to the Kaqchikel people but into the hands of 

Ubico, who asked Townsend to do the same for the Kekchi Maya.Townsend would 

later go on to fictionalize his experiences in Guatemala, with some an-

ti-communist embellishments, in his novel Tolo, The Volcano's Son, which 

concludes with a Mayan Bible translation assistant foiling a Bolshe-

vik-backed workers' revolution.In Townsend's evangelical telling of the 

Christ narrative, material poverty is a symptom of a long-running spiritual 

debt rather than an economic necessity enforced by a ruling class.

 Townsend's success in Guatemala attracted the attention of Mexican edu-

cation reformer Moises Saenz, who invited the missionaries to continue 

their Good Work in Mexico. With blessings from the Dallas Theological Semi-

nary, the "Old Fashion Revival Hour" broadcast, and Chicago's Moody Bible 

Institute, Townsend organized the Summer Training Camp for Prospective Bi-

ble Translators in 1934, which connected his linguistic collaborators with 

students from American Bible colleges, who would now be spending their sum-

mers doing translation work in Mexico and Guatemala. Describing the project 

to the Central American Mission in Dallas, Townsend wrote: "We will enter 

Mexico as linguists rather than as missionaries. The Indian languages must 

be learned and the New Testament translated into them. It matters not to us 

whether we be classified as missionaries or ditchdiggers if we be given a 

chance to labor toward that end." The participants christened their 
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In the early 1930s, Guatemala’s economy was based on plantation agriculture: 
indigenous peasants worked on coffee or fruit fincas for little pay. The 
railroad infrastructure was owned by the United States, and the United Fruit 
Company controlled most fruit production. This extremely profitable, neocolo-
nial order was maintained by Jorge Ubico’s military dictatorship from 1931-
44. While the literacy rate among the ladinos had reached 30%, the indigenous 
populations oscillated between 1 and 10%. Ubico, like Townsend, saw conver-
sion to Christianity as an effective means to stave off communist organizing, 
and to more thoroughly integrate indigenous populations into a national econ-
omy increasingly oriented toward the North American market. When the 
Kaqchikel Bibles arrived, Townsend made sure the first one out of the box 
went not to the Kaqchikel people but into the hands of Ubico, who asked 
Townsend to do the same for the Kekchi Maya. Townsend would later go on to 
fictionalize his experiences in Guatemala, with some anti-communist embel-
lishments, in his novel Tolo, The Volcano’s Son, which concludes with a Mayan 
Bible translation assistant foiling a Bolshevik-backed workers’ revolution. 
In Townsend’s evangelical telling of the Christ narrative, material poverty 
is a symptom of a long-running spiritual debt rather than an economic  
necessity enforced by a ruling class.
 Townsend’s success in Guatemala attracted the attention of Mexican educa-
tion reformer Moises Saenz, who invited the missionaries to continue their 
Good Work in Mexico. With blessings from the Dallas Theological Seminary, the 
“Old Fashion Revival Hour” broadcast, and Chicago’s Moody Bible Institute, 
Townsend organized the Summer Training Camp for Prospective Bible Translators 
in 1934, which connected his linguistic collaborators with students from 
American Bible colleges, who would now be spending their summers doing trans-
lation work in Mexico and Guatemala. Describing the project to the Central 
American Mission in Dallas, Townsend wrote: “We will enter Mexico as lin-
guists rather than as missionaries. The Indian languages must be learned and 
the New Testament translated into them. It matters not to us whether we be 
classified as missionaries or ditchdiggers if we be given a chance to ...

Tile Spacer Mono


