
loss of loved ones and these days, the trauma of 
COVID-19.

Black artists in the St. Louis region show-
cased works that connect grief and joy in a 

virtual exhibit from the Griot Museum on 
Saturday, Feb. 20. Their art is part of a multi-

C1 • ST. LOUIS AMERICAN • FEB. 25 - MAR. 3, 2021

Living It

Staging 

social 

injustice

Gloria Browne-

Marshall pens 

drama exploring 

police violence

By Kenya Vaughn
Of The St. Louis American

Civil rights attorney, constitutional law pro-
fessor, legal correspondent, essayist and author 
Gloria J. Browne-Marshall is a familiar voice in 
conversations regarding police violence. She is a 
subject matter expert who has willing contributed 
to several outlets across the nation – including the 
St. Louis American. 

But Browne-Marshall felt like she had more 
to say. And she felt she needed a new platform to 
allow the type of creativity that could provide a 
broader scope of how the tragic deaths at the hands 
of police impact the involved parties and the com-
munity at large. Her desire compelled her to write 
for the stage.

“Like so many around the world, I remained 
angered and appalled by the murders with impu-
nity of Americans – especially African Americans 
– by police,” Browne-Marshall said. “I had written 
articles, given legal commentary on television and 
expert analysis. However, I felt that it was only 
as a playwright that I could capture my anger and 
heartache while raising important questions that 
could be asked best by the victim and answered 
truthfully only by law enforcement – the killers.

“SHOT: Caught a 
Soul,” is her offering. 
In the play, a white 
police office fatally 
shoots an unarmed 
Black teen, then is 
haunted, by the teen – 
and subsequently his 
own actions.

“In this play, I use 
a form or technique 
of writing that I call 
spiritual realism,” 
Browne-Marshall said 
as she introduced the 
virtual staged reading 
of the play she refers 
to as ‘SHOT.’ “It 
shows my influences 

by James Baldwin, Zora Neale Hurston and Gabri-
el Garcia Marquez. Marquez, Baldwin and Hurston 
were all journalists. They wrote across genre and 
they infused their writing with activism.”

Produced by Law and Policy Group In and The 
Pulitzer Center, ‘SHOT’ was filmed last month as a 
virtual production. Directed by Jeffrey V. Thomp-
son, ‘SHOT’ stars Khalil Addams-Pilgrim, Mike 
Timoney and Stephanie Berry. 

Addams portrays Kareem, a 16-year-old un-
armed teen shot down while waiting for a bus in 
the suburbs after being racially profiled by Officer 
O’Donald, played by Timoney. Each give their 
own perspectives about what happened in the 
moments leading up to and following the tragedy. 
Kareem was sent to live with his aunt to escape the 
negative influences in his neighborhood. O’Don-
ald’s idea of “protect and serve” translates to serv-
ing his community by protecting it from the likes 
of Kareem – and anyone who looks like him.

While O’Donald sees Kareem as a threat, Ka-
reem’s thoughts just before the shooting are that of 

See Book, C8

By Andrea Y. Henderson
St. Louis Public Radio

St. Louis dancer Shontay Gavin has experi-
enced an insurmountable amount of grief and 
trauma in the past two years.

In 2019, her sister was murdered in St. Louis. 
Gavin saw five members of her family and 
friends die in one month – three of COVID-19 
and two of violence. Last September, she slipped 
and broke her right leg. She lost her job in Jan-
uary. And at the beginning of February, doctors 
found a blood clot on her daughter’s brain.

After Gavin broke her leg, she did not have 
the confidence to continue dancing professional-
ly. However, she went to physical rehabilitation 
and used her art to help her cope with the pain 
she was experiencing. Gavin said dancing helps 
her remain joyful.

“Black joy is freedom. That’s Black joy to 
me,” Gavin said. “[You] don’t have to worry 
about being shot up, free to live, love and have 
life in abundance as others do.”

African American artists have long used their 
talents to overcome the agony of American 
life. The struggle to survive has birthed great 
art forms – from the blues to hip-hop. Today, 
their work often delineates the nation’s racist 
past, seeing friends die by police violence, the See Artists, C8

By Sylvester Brown Jr. 
Of The St. Louis American

The late, great jazz trumpeter, Miles Davis 
once said: “Silence is more important than 
sound.” Davis spoke to the artistry of mu-
sic-making. 

But for Kasimu (pronounced KAH-see-moo), 
Taylor, 47, a trumpet player since the age of 11, 
the “silence” Davis described has a more devas-
tating meaning these days.

“My last paying gig was in late January. 
During the first month or two of the lock-down, I 
wasn’t doing anything. I had this lack of motiva-
tion because my whole livelihood was basically 
gone. I was trying to figure out how to keep 
income coming in. It was just a stressful time.”

COVID-19 was not the only stressor in Tay-
lor’s life. He said he’s always been passionate 
about political, social and racial happenings. He 
recalled how his funk intensified in mid-May:    

“We had the whole thing with a crazy presi-
dent and a totally stressful environment. I was 
not only struggling financially, I struggled with 
my purpose,” Taylor confessed. “What part does 

music play in this 
madness, what’s my 
purpose? And then 
the George Floyd 
stuff popped off.”

In a way, 
Floyd’s murder 
by a Minneapolis 
policeman, sparked 
Taylor’s rebound. 
“I felt I couldn’t 
do another show 
without addressing 
that (incident), Davis 
admitted. 

He channeled 
his anger into an 
ensemble piece titled 
“George Floyd” 
that he wrote and 
performed at the 
Grandel Theatre’s 
open-air series in 
September. The 

piece was inspired by comedian Dave Chap-
pelle’s “8:46” standup performance in June.

Taylor crafted somber and angry rifts to 
accompany Chappelle’s looped voice as he said 
things like: “I can’t tell you, as a man watching 
another man go through something like that, 
what it makes you feel like.” Taylor was com-
forted when the audience, who he feared might 
find the piece too militant, seemed to resonate 
with his work.

Writing and performing the song reminded 
Taylor of his “purpose” as a musician. The 2019 
Showtime documentary, “Hitsville: The Making 
of Motown,” was another motivator.

“There was a part in the documentary where 
Dr. King met Berry Gordy (founder of Motown 
Records) in Detroit,” Taylor recalled. “King 
told Gordy that Motown’s music had helped his 
movement, it helped desegregate America. It 
reminded me that you should never discount the 
impact that music has had in social change.”

Racial awareness has been a part of Taylor’s 
reality since the tender age of 3. At the time, his 
mother and father (Gary and Mary Taylor) lived 

on Howard Street off Jefferson Ave. with their 
four children. Taylor, the middle child, remem-
bers peeking out the back window of his home 
and seeing two policemen harass his father in the 
back alley.

“He had driven to the store to get something. 
He told me later that while driving home he 
noticed the cops staring at him. I guess because 
he dared to make eye contact with them, they 
followed him home, told him to get out the car 

and harassed him.”
There were other racial incidents in his life, 
like the time when he was 13 when he and his 
brother were kicked out of a downtown mall by 
a security guard who found them suspicious. 

Taylor found comfort and camaraderie with 
great trumpeters like Miles Davis and Lee Mor-

Trumpet player Kasimu Taylor sounds off 

about how COVID-19 silenced his career

Black St. Louis artists explore generations 

of racial trauma and how joy heals
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Poet Mozella 
Ward is posed 
on their yoga 
mat with 
books and 
crystals. Ward 
said yoga 
helps release 
the stress of 
racism and 
sexism that 
they expe-
rience as a 
Black person.
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