
THE RAY WILLIS REPORT 
The Signifying Monkey 
by Ray Willis 

Editor’s note: A portion of 
last week’s Ray Willis Report 
was inadvertently omitted. So 
we’re re-running the same 

column this week in its en- 

tirety. 
"When the news got all 

around to the seaport towns, 
that the great Titanic was sink- 
ing down.out stepped a Black 
man from the deck below called 
Shine hollering, ‘Captain! Cap- 
tain! don’t you know, there’s 40 
feet of water on the boiler room 

floor!'” 
So goes the introductory lines 

to the legendary tale of The 
Signifying Monkey, popularized 
in African-American oral tradi- 
tion, and now preserved for 
posterity as an example of the 
literary history of Black folks in 
America. The tale of the Signify- 
ing Monkey is set on the eve of 
the sinking of the Titanic. Shine 
is a black man, perhaps a ser- 

vant, who happens to be on 

board the sinking vessel. 
The humorous story details 

the oceanic exploits of Shine to 
extricate himself from the 
Titanic’s wreckage before it 
completely sank. As the mirthful 
tale winds down to a hilarious 
yet anticlimactic ending, Shine 
later on dies, goes to Hell and.I 
think I’ll just let you find out for 
yourself how this tale actually 
ends. 

Anyway, the words to the 
Signifying Monkey are delivered 
in a profanity-laced poetic rhym 
ing style, somewhat reminiscent 
of today’s rap artist without the 
hip-hop music. Several versions 
of this legendary African-Ameri- 
can folklore classic have en- 

dured, meeting the test of time. 

One of the most memorable 
versions of the Signifying Mon- 
key though is told by legendary 
funnyman Rudy Ray Moore, a 

comedic precursor to the likes of 
Moms Mabley, Redd Foxx and 
Richard Pryor. 

It took all these many dec- 
ades since the sinking of the 
Titanic for the story of the Signi- 
fying Monkey to reemerge, this 
time into national prominence in 
the context of the 2 Live Crew 
rap group’s obscenity trial in 
Florida. In case you missed it, 2 
Live Crew was hit with trumped- 
up obscenity charges for their 
lusty rap songs rendered over 

the backdrop of a sexually sug- 
gestive dance routine. In that 
case, fortunately, the jury exer- 

cised prudence in finding mem- 

bers of the rap group innocent. 
A very vital and crucial bit of 

testimony which led to the exon- 

eration of 2 Live Crew was that 
of Black Duke University Eng- 
lish Professor and literary critic 
Henry Gates, Jr. Last year, Gates 
himself authored an anthology 
of Black folklore in a book en- 

titled, “The Signifying Monkey,” 
which won the American Book 
Award. 

When called upon to give 
sworn testimony during the 2 
Live Crew trial, Gates told the 
jurors that “signifying" dates back 
to the 16th Century when Afri- 
cans were first being taken into 
slavery. He described signifying 
as a “form of rhythmic teasing 
and cajoling” often peppered with 
lewd or off-color remarks that 
can be meant as insult or com- 

pliment. 
“It (signifying) was the way 

Blacks could fight against the 
oppression of their slave mas- 

ters,” Gates told the jurors. 
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Gates went on to describe 
the art of signifying as a boister- 
ous form of parody. “It’s a joke, 
and as a parody, signifying is 
one of the most venerated form s 

of art," Gates said. 

And, in Gates' view, that's 
precisely the form of expression 
used by 2 Live Crew in their 
controversial album "Nasty as 

They Wanna Be." 
Just imagine. You can listen 

to The Signifying Monkey all night 
long and not get the slightest 
negative reaction from anyone 
to its race content. But when it 
comes to the 2 Live Crew it's a 

different storv. Kind of makes 
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you wonder why.doesn’t it? 

WEST COAST BLACK PUBLISHERS SPONSOR 
COMMUNITY TRIBUTE AWARDS 

by Muhammad Abdullah 
As part of its three day con- 

vention activities, the West Coast 
Black Publishers Association in 

cooperation with its corporate 
sponsors Miller Brewing Com- 
pany, Coca-Cola Company, 
Toyota USA, Phillip Morris, and 
a host of others, received the 
local Las Vegas community by 
honoring local leaders in the 
media, community service and 
humanitarian efforts. A great deal 
of credit should be extended to 
the Editor/Publisher of our very 
own SENTINEL-VOICE, Mrs. 
Betty Brown, the Convention 
Chairman and hostess for the 
evening’s event that took place 
on Thursday, October 25,1990 
at Alexis Park Hotel, site of the 
convention. She and her staff 
worked tirelessly to welcome the 
out of town guests who repre- 
sented many diverse interests in 
publishing-advertising, market- 
ing, news reporting, public rela- 
tions and other media fields. 

Mrs. Brown introduced the 
honored guests on the dais and 
Rev. Jesse Scott was called 
upon to deliver the invocation. 
After the invocation Mrs. Brown 
brought up the first featured 
speaker for the evening, Clovis 
Campbell, Publisher of the Ari- 
zona Informant and President of 
the WCBPA. Campbell wel- 
comed the conventioneers and 
reminded them of their duty to 
maintain a positive image of 
African Americans in the media. 
He said that he hoped to see 

more African American publish- 
ers “addressing the many social 
changes and financial chal- 
lenges that face the African 
American community in the new 

decade." 
“We have survived because 

we offer something special...The 
Black Press is a crusading 
medium, it is unafraid and is 
there, ready to reach out and 
help others,” he said. His com- 

ments were fitting due to the 
theme of the convention "Head- 
lining The 21st Century”. 

Miller Brewing Company 

representatives were on hand to 
re-affirm theircommitmenttothe 
Black Press as well as its dona- 
tive efforts to the United Negro 
College fund and scholar- 
ship.Sheri Colas, Supervisor 

Priority Market Relations and 
Noel Hankin, Director Marketing 
Relations, assured the conven- 

tioneers that they stand behind 
all the noble efforts of the Black 
Press. 

The highlight ot the evening 
was the Keynote Address by our 

very own Wendell Williams, State 
Assemblyman District 6, who 
stirred the crowd with an insight- 

(See WCBPA, Page 13) 

Dave Washington Promoted To Fire Training Chief 
by Ramon Savoy 

Facing the odds and surpas- 
ing them is an accomplishment 
that was recently met with the 
promotion to Fire Training Chief 
for David L. Washington. Dave, 
as he is known to friends, who is 
a 16-year veteran with the City 

of Las Vegas Fire Department, 
was recently promoted by Fire 
Chief Clell West to the position 
of Fire Training Chief. The pro- 
motion to this middle manage- 
ment position makes Chief 
Washington the youngest ever. 

As overseer for the new 1.7 

million dollar training center on 

North Mojave Road, Dave will 
be in charge of all infantry level 
personnel. Prior to this, Dave 
was a training officer at the train- 

ing center for the past six years. 
(See Fire, Page 13) 

POLICE AND RESPECTED CITIZEN GROUPS 
ALL ENDORSE JUDGE EARLE WHITE 

• Las Vegas Metro Police Protective Association 
• Nevada Conference of Police and Sheriffs 
• North Las Vegas Police Officers Association 
• Henderson Police Officers Association 
• Citizens for Responsible Government 
• Clark County Public Employees Union 
• Mobile Home Owners Association 
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A Working Judge For The People 


