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Touching Souls, Awakening Spirits

® Self-awareness: Through
her autobiographical
performances, Akuyoe
Graham tries to make youths
realize that ‘what's in you is
the key, the secret.’

By ERIN J. AUBRY

TIMES STAFF WRITER

08 AH'H%L“H—II. Is a gorgecus

morning, the sun already hot as it

climba over the San Gabriel Moun~
taina, bul Graham shivers and
pulls a leather jacket around her a8 she
ireads a snow-[illed path of her tmagi-
nation.

In & classroom at & juvendle hall
facdlity, about 30 young men dressed in
identical baggy pants and T-shirts
walch intemtly as she performs an
excerpl from her auloblographical show,
“Spirit Awakening.”

Bighing deeply. she stretches oul her
arma and laments the move her family
made from lis native Ghana, “where we
coocked under the trees” to a cold,
ash-gray London as oppressive as any-
thing out of & Dickens novel. The actiress
defily becomes a tght-lipped English
headmistress, her splrited maother, her
own B- year-old self in cultural rebellion.

Laughs, muted exclamations of sympa-
thy and disbelief from the audience
break the sllence,

Fifteen minules later, most of the boys
are bent over papers writing oul what
Akuyoe, 38, hopes is the beginning of
thelr own seripted journeys Into their
lives and, ultimately, into themsslvas,

After the session, which Akuyoe
siressea i only for those who wish to

"The difficulty has been leaming to
love mysalf,” says Akuyoe Graham.
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axide because ultimately. that
doesn't serve anybody
community.'

“That 't a Pollyanna nothon.
Joy and fulfillment are powerful.”

S )

Life, life, you can’i be ke this,
—Jeremy



Playwright
Adds Spirit
To Life
Stories

T poess's marrer if you have Bved for 10
years or 50 years, writing your autobi-
ography can be uplifting.

Ghanian sctress, playwright and poet
Abaryoe, 36, has taugit thousands of chil-
dren and adults natiorwide bo write their
e storbes and to do it objectively.

MNow the storytellor will bring her own
life to the stage in her critically acclaimed
one—woinad play, Sl Awakening, which
opens March 4 st the Afro-American
Shadies Conter st UCLA's Freasd
Plavtowse. The eveat will Klek—aff
RAlaryoe's nonprofit Spirit Awakening
Foundation, an arts organization aimed at
inspiring peeple to return to storytelling
throsigh dramatic, edecational and cine-
matic works.

I the play, Akiryoe assumes multiple
robes representing different perspectives

in her [ife deciskons with postry, mono-
Iogmes and masie,
"Witing your shory gives you &
chance to take a breather and look ot
the big picture,” Akuyoo says.

“You're abde to glean things that

when you haven't written it down,

you can't see."

Through the foundation, Akuyos
conducts three different writing
workshops to help prople respond 1o
life situations through “inper guid-
ance” instead of ssccumbing to
social pressures. The life stories

| S own skory, | was able to ghve my e
mﬁﬂﬁ ] ' - the interpretation that belps me,”
;..u ﬁ:rw; fh | . o : Alryos says. “ln interprotation that

Eives me grace
amwl bpauty and aPF ihose wonderiul things
which if | left to someone else perhaps |
wouldn't receive.”
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A Journey Into Selfhood
in Solo ‘Spirit Awakening’

CRITICS CHOICE

By RAY LOYND

SPECIAL TO THE TIMES
prooted from her homeland,
African and Gha-

na-born Akuyoe immi-
grates to England and feels like “a
speck of pepper in a sea of salt”
But that's only 8 warm-up to what
awaits her in Harlem where a
tough, African-American street
girl sneers, “Yo, yo, yo! Where's
}rcn“.t:: wﬂ'tm't.tlng of infl

ith a array B~
tions and idioms, and & mercurial
ability to play myriad characters
(male and female), wriler-actress
Akuyoe dramatizes an archetypal
journey into selfhood in her solo
show, “Spirit Awakening,” al the
Gallery Theater in Barnsdall Park.

The production employs poelry,
monologue, movement and drums
(from percussionist Art Ture Oli-
va) to tell a story both personal
and mythical. Toward the end of
the journey, as the tall and slender
Akuyoe peels away her fashionable
hair and long, lacy white dress, we
s8¢ 3 woman whose guest is heroic.

She not only unmasks lifelong
affectations earmarked by an up-
per-crust British accent and
trendy socializing in Manhattan
(where she disdains ethnic restan-
rants for her beloved Russian Tea
Room), but she finds an inner
voice that reminds her: “You are
an ancient warrior who knows the
strength of each tight curl upon
her head.”

Her newfound tight curls not-
withstanding, she buries even her
ethnic rools and embraces her
“gpirit awakening,” her totality
and epiphany. If's easy 1o see how

tional she must be in her
other life—conducting personal
storytelling workshops for al-risk
youth in the inner city.

SEGUN OYEKUNLE
Akuyoe in ‘"Spirit Awakening'':
Exceptionally accomplished.

In itz flavor, economy, humor
and cultural sweep, the show is
exceptionally accomplished. It
:h-mgi}r suggests two other works

search: Alex Haley's
"Rnuts and, closer to home, the
current one-woman show about
anng up an African-American
child in America, Charlayne Woo-
dard’s “Pretty Fire” at the Foun-
tainhead Theater in Hollywood.

m "Spirit Awakening,” Gallery
Theatre, Barnsdall Park, 4300 Holly-
wood EBiod, Mondoy, Wednesday,
Thursday, & p.m. Moves Nov. 14 lo
the Harman Avenus Theatre, 522 N.
La Brea Ave., Saturdays and Mon-
days, & p.m., Sunduﬁ 4 p.m., indefi-
nitely. $15. (213) 660-8587. Run-
ning time: [ hour, 15 minutes.
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Akuyoe Graham's new
one-woman show is
inspired by a personal
need for self-awareness.
by Marisela Santana

1 J{ Y hen it comes to discovering
herself, Akuyoe Graham,
founder of the Spirit
.""L'A':llncrnil:lp; Foundation, couldn't bear
tor stop at producing an sutobiographical
|'||.;|'|.' to show others that she loves the
woman she'’s become

After having toured the country with
her one-woman show, Sprit Awakenmg,
a play abour seli-discovery and lowing
and accepting onewelf for who one s,
Ciraham's passion for writing and self-
discover tumed into writing programs
that  would reawaken the innate
spiritual nature and basically inspire seld-
respoct among children and aduls,

Whar was ir thar inspired Graham
to form such a foundation? Well, it
wasn't her ultimarte findings. Maostly,
[-l\'l'.-il'l:ll'll "i.ll! [“1||I .I'lfr .I'll.ﬂl.'l[' [14 IJ.'ﬁ
.ﬁngl.'lu.-.. what m-.plmd her #a ]'lrl'ldul;t:
i workshops were her travails, figuring
that if she had gone through so much,
imagine if there were others.

Crraham soon discovered thar she
wasn't the only one is the world who felr
out of place.

Her favorite adape — “In a world
where perfection bas only one fice, what
do you do when your face Bo't the one™

resonates in her play and in her
writing programs, Uraham said, to show
othiers that ar one poing or anoaher, one
has to come to a place in oneself and
accept who one is.

Gazing Inward

m.lhju’iillr:ﬂ
i g e

*The first thing we all do in life is oy
ta fit in," sid Graham, who is currently
organizing her Spirit Awakening Alumni
Chiristmas P.lrn' with mctress Hn:_gjna Hall
for Dec. 11, "My Spirit Awakening
programs  foster better anderstanding
among  different racial and  culoural
groups; reduce negative and destructive
attitudes and behavior in order o pre-
pare and aspport young people in finding
tcafe fualfil g and purposeful life chokces
foar themselves amd our world, ™

The programs are also aimed m
increasing academic performance by
enhancing reading, writing and commus
nicative skills.

Whether i's through

niques with others s a win-win sination.

When she's not on stage, Graham
shares  her  writing PROErRMmS with
humdreds of at-risk youth around the
country. Presently she teaches thess
workshops in varous juvenile detention
centers in Califomia. Her work, she said,
enables youth to express themselves in
a creative and EMPOWETIng way.

The intention of her annual holiday
ParTy 1s [0 meEnnor ilflli ENCCRETge current
program  participants, which this year
includes girls from the Jordan Downs
project in Watts, ages 13 o 16, and girks
that were formally in Camp Scorr, to join
the foundation.

“Ir ook me o deconstruct everything
I'd ever learned about myself 1o find who
I am on the inside,” Graham said. “lis a
universal truth. I've come s realize tha
my self-discovery s a venue for me to be
able 1o give back. 've always believed
that whatever you have, there’s always
something to give. Self-expression has
been such a journey for me, that | know
that others can benefir from thae™

|'ll.'ll' INSTANC &, b :1.'|1|.:|. wl'n.'n '\-!“
was @ beenager, hot a day went by that
someone else didn't interpret her hair
eype of her skin color for her,

“1 didn't ger o do thar for myself, not
until | was an adule, others would do
it for me, = | believed them,” Graham
said. “| want to be able o share with
Voiing ;lrh thur lht"r' d:m'l h.a'w: o
believe how others describe them. | don®

describe my hair as bring mappy, | wse the
word “curly.

Ciraham is also currently working with
the Prototypes Onganization st Jordan
Dovwwne, she also works with children
there,

You know they tell us dhn children
don't wane wo bearn, that our children
today aren't teachoble,” Graham said
“Well, we shouldn't believe that eidher,
becose they're wrong, IF the programs
are engaging enough, the children will
learmn.”

Graham’s Spirit Awaskening writing
programs are nof your ypical weiting
programs cither,

She believes thmt rich programming
equals rich knowledpe.

"We often think very small,” she said
of programs for kids, “"Here we are work-
ing with kids who live in certain eco-
nomic levels, so why not offer them
something beautiful and extraordinary,
something they don't see or hear every
day, to let them know thar it is a rich
world our there full of beauty, but before
they can see or experience any of it, they
h.'l'n':' (N ] fl:nn.L :h:u::-]'rr. ||::f|."t and nEspaCt
themselves first ... that they need o
wwaken their inner spiric firse.”

Spomsored by the Dholght Seewere Youth
Foundation and Katie Gunther, the St
Auakening Foundaron's Annual Hofidas
Party eakes place, Dec, 1] a0 the
CenmrePoine Club m Playa Visea, For more
information, call (310) 7450818,

her one-woman show
or through her writing
programes, for Crmbom,
being able o share her
knowledpe and  her
spirit awakening tech-
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From Ghanato L.A.:
A ‘Spirit Awakening’

By RAY LOYND

FiR A8 WS PEE NS

ith apologies Lo the Ebony maga-
Wﬂne look, Akuyoe disdains soft,

flowy black hairsiyles or “dyed,
fricd and chemicalized halr™ { 1o quole “The
Colored Museum™).

As the Chana-born writer-actress-edu-
calor muscs atoud In her one-woman slage
jourmey, “Spiril Awakening,” opening
Thursday a1 the Loa Angeles Thealrs
Center, Akuyoe knows “the sirengith of
each Light curl on her head.”

Her personal transformation from a
woman sublimating her black identity in
order to mave inoa white world o finally
rediscovering herself in Hollywood, of all
places, ia a1 the heart of her eritically
scclaimed show.

In the prodwction, which she has reflined

and deepencd since s Equily Waiver
premiert in Hollywood last year., she
mercurially effects several dialects and
bdlome, playing characters bath male and
female. much as Charlayne Woodward did
in “Preity Pire” and Chaz Palminieri in
“The Bronx Tale.”

It hasn't been easy for a black woman
pursuing an acling carcer Lo drop the ailky
coiffeur, “I'm sure my fealures have cost
me work,” said Akuyoe, who has appeared
in CBS “Picket Fences.” several TV mov.
bes and the play “Widowa,” in 1381, a1 the
Mark Taper Forum. “As an aciress, I'm not
opposed Lo wearing wigs. bul, off-siage. |
am opposed 1o changing my hair w fit
sormeone's ides of who | am.

“But in taking this stand, I'm not trying
io be a role model,"” sakd the tall, 34 - year-
old former royal African princess. whose

Fleass see AEUYDE, Fl0

-

CAIEY FRIEIAMAS fane dii

Aluyoe's critically acclaimed show *'Spirit Awakening” opens Thursday at LATC.



AKUYOE

Continued from F1
mother uprooted her from Ghana
at the age af 6 in an identity -shat-
lering move Lo the while Western
world, where the livtle gicl “felt
like a speck of pepper in a sea of
sall” “Wearing my hair natural
and kinky is all about a spiritual—
a3 opposed o polilical—awaken-
ing,” explained Akuyor oz she
toved “with a sninach salad duripe
an imterview in Larchmoni Yillage.
Akuvos is alzo well known a3 a
rehabilitator-storyteller through
her “Spirit Awakening” education-
al waorkahops in inner-eily sehools.
prisons, juvenile halls and work
camps for teen-agers, which she
mndmu with funding from state

and county grants,

"When | go into these places,
jally the schools, and see
black kids in pain over their kinky
halr and their very darkness, |

know exactly what they're fesling.
I work with them to express their
lives by unmagking what 1 call
their authentic voloe,” said Akuyoe
{which means “blessed woman”™ in
hier native tongue ).

According to both the County
Probation Dapartment and the
State Department of Corrections,
Akuyos has been wildly successful
in dealing with incareerated mi-
nors. According o Depuly Proba-
tien Officer Gregory James of
Camn Afflerhrirgh. 3 Wvpsile de.
tenthon’ center in La Verne: “The
résponse of our minors this sum-
mer 1o Akuyoe has been so overs
whelming that many began erying
due to their deep emotional healing
that was Laking place. In my four
years, | have never experienced
II'JJ’llllﬂ.l like "

Im fact, Akuyoe's recent three-
week workshop at Afller-
baugh for 16 youths aged 15-18
waound up praducing a boak of the
youths' own work called “Vobces of
the Soul,”™ with suppori from the
Earth Trust Foundation.

She's also providing free admis-
glom to the homeless for “Spiril
Awakening,” which is being staged
in the LATC's more intimate
Theatre 4. wilh organizational help
from the nearby L.A. Mifsion and
ather shelters. Proceeds (rom the
three-week stand will help support

her workshops.

On the horidon are plans to make
& movie from “Spirit Awaken-
ing”—""not & one-woman movie, of
course, but full of character actors.
I have a producer pitching it
around”—and a visit 1o Rome Laler
this year, 1o see her uncle, Ghana's
ambasssdor 1o [Laly,

Akuyoe's odyssey from “emo-
tionally chilly Loendan™ to the
streel chylthms of BMew Yaork (at
the age of 11} brought her u:r

".'Ii-'ll-u nr\.r"-!rl J.-m-!- Pavasa -..u._.. _ o

|

laughs at ihe l.huu.ghl. af hEl' htl:l-
zird of adjusiments,

“Moving from the drums of Gha-
na to Mogart symphonies in
wilh a divaresd Ghankan aristocrat
for & mom laught me right away
about. opposing cultures,” she said
with a grin “The Engligh were
awlully snoaty to me,”

Onee settled in Mew York, where
she attencled the High School for
the Performing Arts and later Hved
whal she concedes was “a pretly
fast life,” Akuyoe studied acting
with game of the best teachers—T1-
la Hagen, Herberi Berghol and,
her favorite, Banford Meisner.

“There are African/Euro-
peanAmerican presences in me,
and right now I'm entering into my
African phase again. I can fead it in

the movement in my body, in how
I'm enpoyving my danee clagses ™

Dther black aciresses such as
Angela Bassetl and Alfre Woodard
are friends, but with her perform-
ance-warkshop priorities, she's
driven in a slightly different direc-
tion.

“l befieve that every child is
born with an essential piece of the
winrd-puzele—and sither we asasl
them or we pay a very high price.”
u "Spdril Awockewina” LATT 514 8
Spring 8., Thursday through Safur-
day, 8 p.m., Sundoy, 4 pm. Ends
Auwg. 25, §i2, (213) 650- 8357, Run-
ning Hme | hour, 10 minutes no
indermiszion). Akuyor will also
gprak in a program for the L A,
Festival at § pm. Awg. I7 ai the
Figion Comples in Leimert Park.
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