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Idle Crimes & Heavy Work 
is an ongoing dance and multimedia exploration of the history 
of Black women’s incarceration, resistance, and restoration in 
Georgia. Through this collaboration between Julie B. Johnson 
(Moving Our Stories), Tambra Omiyale Harris (Giwayen Mata), 
and a collective of artists, archivists, and folks impacted by 
incarceration, we use archival research and embodied memory 
to amplify the stories of real women and sites throughout 
Atlanta’s cityscape connected to this history.

We are proud to be in partnership with Elevate Atlanta and the 
Atlanta History Center. 

Idle Crimes & Heavy Work is generously supported by the 2020-
2023 Partners for Change Grant through Alternate ROOTS and 
The Surdna Foundation.
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Kassa with “People Speak”
Performed by Giwayen Mata

Choreography and musical arrangement by Tambra Omiyale Harris
 
Kassa comes to us from the Malinke people of Guinea, West 
Africa and is done to encourage the rice farmers to keep working.   
Giwayen Mata performs Kassa to encourage each other and our 
audience members with words of wisdom that will help us to 
keep doing our work on ourselves, in our families, and with our 
communities and organizations.  Today, our words of wisdom 
come from prominent world leaders who provide perspective on 
incarceration, offering the world a glimpse into what true liberation 
can be like for every human on this planet.

Dreaming of Lagos
Composed and performed by Okorie “OkCello” Johnson

 

Acknowledgment featuring Nneka Kelly
 Performed by Giwayen Mata

Choreography by Nneka Kelly and Tambra Omiyale Harris
Musical arrangement by Okorie “OkCello” Johnson, Angelica 

Harris, Tambra Omiyale Harris, and Valarie S. Peek

Conceived by Tambra Omiyale Harris, “Acknowledgement” is 
a work in progress that is dedicated to our ancestors who were 
laid to rest without proper burial rites. Burial rites are a significant 
part of many indigenous cultures around the world. However, 
the oppressive tools of colonization and forced assimilation have 
erased many of those rites from thousands of communities. 
Today, we acknowledge those who lost their lives during unjust 
prison sentences and served many years doing the “heavy work” 
that built what we know of as Atlanta. 

We invite you to participate in “Acknowledgement” by writing  
the name(s) of the person(s) whose burial you wish to acknowledge 
with honorable rites and placing the name(s) in the bowl  
provided on stage.

Program
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Program

Visitation
Performed and choreographed by the cast with  

Julie B. Johnson and Tambra Omiyale Harris
Concept by Julie B. Johnson/Moving Our Stories

“Visitation” is an interactive work. We invite the audience to sit in 
an empty seat across from a performer. This action will prompt 
the performer to begin their movement. “Visitation” draws on the 
lives of incarcerated women past and present, and requires you to 
get close, make a human connection, and sit inside an embodied 
dialogue on the ongoing impacts of the carceral and convict labor 
systems on the lives of all Georgia residents.

The Rules: 
• You may sit in any available seat across from a performer
• Do not touch the performers
• You may leave the seat at any time, or when the performer says 

“thank you for visiting me”
• Do not video-record the performer with your phone, we ask that 

you be a present, active witness while sitting in a visitation seat.

 
Liberation Dance and Kuku Bantaba

Performed by Giwayen Mata
Choreography by Tambra Omiyale Harris

Musical arrangement is based on a traditional rhythm from the 
Bambara people of Mali, West Africa called Wolosadon

Liberation dance is based on movements from a traditional dance 
from the Bambara people of Mali, West Africa called Wolosadon. 
This is a dance of the caste of indentured servants who,  
contrary to American ideas of servitude, are respected members 
of the community who are released from servitude after fulfilling 
their commitment.  Giwayen Mata performs Wolosadon as a 
dance that celebrates liberation of the mind, body, and spirit.  
We will invite you to join in this celebration in a community jam 
called a Bantaba. Bantabas promote joy and unity, feelings that 
we all need to carry us through the heavy work of learning and 
teaching about incarcerated labor and patterns of injustice and 
oppression in our society.  



Video Installation

Post-Show Dialogue
Featuring:

Tambra Omiyale Harris - Giwayen Mata
Julie B. Johnson - Moving Our Stories

Victoria Lemos - Archive Atlanta
Donna Stephens - Chattahoochee Brick Company Descendants Coalition

This interactive dialogue features artists and community  
collaborators involved in Idle Crimes & Heavy Work. 

We invite the audience to share feedback

The Idle Crimes & Heavy Work video 
installation features two short films and 
display of archival materials. Collectively, 
it speaks to the historical criminalization 
of black women’s stillness (“idleness”) 
that has very real implications for black 
women’s labor today. We reflect on the 
commodification of our working bodies 
that emerged during slavery and was 
perpetuated through convict leasing to use 
free labor to build the infrastructure of the 
new south. Contemplating gendered and 

racial violence—and modes of resistance 
and restoration—we draw on the life of 
incarcerated women past and present, 
such as Mattie Crawford, sentenced to life 
in prison and “heavy work” in 1896 at the 
age of 16. Mattie worked as a blacksmith, 
and used her skill, strength, and fortitude 
to resist and survive amidst the atrocities 
of the Georgia prison labor camps.1 
 

1 LeFlouria, T. (2015). Chained in silence: Black Women and 
Convict Labor in the New South 

www.idlecrimesandheavywork.com/videos

http://www.idlecrimesandheavywork.com/videos
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Idle Crimes & Heavy Work (ICHW) lifts up 
Black women’s experiences within Georgia’s 
history of incarcerated labor. We connect their 
stories to parts of Atlanta’s cityscape built 
on their forced labor through archival and 
embodied research, workshops, interactive 
performance, and community gatherings. 
ICHW is a collaborative endeavor, taking place 
on and off the dance floor, activating modes of 
resistance and restoration that have supported 
Black women’s survival and created radical 
spaces of joy. 

The first ICHW live performance and video 
installation, “Visitation,” premiered as a 
Moving Our Stories initiative at The Museum 
of Contemporary Art of Georgia (MOCA GA) 
in 2019, in partnership with Giwayen Mata. 
Using archival research, embodied memory 
mapping, and texts such as Chained in Silence: 
Black Women and Convict Labor in the New 
South, we drew on the lives of real women 
who experienced the atrocities of Georgia 
prison labor camps like Chattahoochee Brick 
Company in Atlanta.

In the current iteration of Idle Crimes & 
Heavy Work, Giwayen Mata adopts the 
material generated over the past two years 
into their repertoire of neo-traditional West 
African dance, drum, and vocal performance. 

Featuring live music by guest artist Okorie 
“OKCello” Johnson, Giwayen Mata centers 
themes of remembrance, acknowledgment, 
liberation, and joy. A public dialogue will follow 
the performance, featuring Tambra Omiyale 
Harris (Giwayen Mata), Julie B. Johnson 
(Moving Our Stories), Donna Stephens 
(Descendants of Chattahoochee Brick), and 
Victoria Lemos (Archive Atlanta).

Idle Crimes & Heavy Work grew out of The 
Georgia Incarceration Performance Project, 
an archives-to-performance collaboration 
between Spelman College and The University 
of Georgia, Atlanta-based artists and 
archivists, and incarcerated collaborators 
enrolled in college courses at Georgia-
area prisons who worked together to bring 
Georgia’s carceral history to life through 
performance. “Idle Crimes” refers to the 
racist laws, policies, and social structures 
that emerged at the turn of the 20th century 
to criminalize, incarcerate, and corporeally 
punish Black bodies. “Heavy Work” refers to 
Georgia’s practice of sentencing incarcerated 
Black women to back-breaking labor on 
the chain gang or prison labor camps, 
usually assigned to men. It also refers to the 
emotional toll of digging this painful past out 
of the recesses of the archives to confront 
today’s climate of racial violence and mass 
incarceration. 

Together, we move, breathe, dance, and bring 
our awareness through our bodies to tap into 
our collective power, our connection to the 
land, and the strength our ancestors gave 
us. The interactive work, “Visitation,” invites 
audiences to sit or “visit” with a performer, 
which prompts the performer to share their 
embodied story. We ask audiences to get close 
to the history, make a human connection, and 
sit with us inside a movement-reflection on the 
ongoing impacts of the carceral labor on the 
lives of all Georgia residents.

About Idle Crimes & Heavy Work
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Artist Bios
Tambra Omiyale Harris 
(Giwayen Mata) is a native of Oakland, 
California and is a graduate of Georgia State 
University with a Bachelors of Science degree 
in Exercise Science. She is a choreographer, 
musician, teacher, dancer, and the Artistic 
Director with Giwayen Mata in Atlanta, GA. 

Giwayen Mata is an award-winning, dynamic, 
soul-stirring, all-sistah, dance, percussion, 
and vocal ensemble that celebrates the 
richness of traditional Africa by exhibiting its 
exemplary art forms. The ensemble performs 
traditional, contemporary, and original pieces 
that address issues pertaining to people of 
color, women, and the environment. Giwayen 
Mata’s mission is “to celebrate our lives as 
women and uplift our communities and our 
planet, while perpetuating the cultures of 
Africa and the African Diaspora through the 
study, creation, teaching, and presentation 
of artistic media including dances, rhythms, 
songs, poetry, and prose around the world.”

Tambra Omiyale has studied and performed 
under the direction of world renowned African 
and Contemporary dancers such as Abdulaye 
Camara, Assane Konte, Youssouf Koumbassa, 
Marie Basse Wiles, Djian Tie, Omelika 
Kuumba, Kwame Ross, Abdel Salam, Ronald 
K. Brown, Jawole Zolar, Deborah Vaughn,  
Dr. Veta Goler, Kenneth Green, Pamelah 
Maragh, and Debbie Allen. She has enjoyed the 
opportunities to perform with world-renowned 
artists such as Dionne Farris, Laurnea, Nadira 
Shakoor, and The SOS Band. She was also in 
TLC’s music video “Girl Talk”, a featured extra 
in “Coming to America 2”, and a member of 
the opening cast of Busch Garden’s Broadway 
style production “KATONGA”.  Tambra Omiyale 
is currently developing a dance program at 
Price Middle School in Atlanta, GA which 
focuses on social emotional learning, positive 
self-image, and project based learning through 
the arts.

www.GiwayenMata.org

http://www.GiwayenMata.org
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Artist Bios
Julie B. Johnson, PhD 
(Moving Our Stories), is a dance artist and 
educator driven by the ways that dance can 
serve as a practice of inquiry, empathy, 
and empowerment. Her creative practice, 
Moving Our Stories, uses participatory 
dance and embodied memory mapping to 
amplify the histories, lived experiences, 
and bodily knowledge of Black women 
as a strategy towards building collective 
empathy, empowerment, and joy for all. Julie 
is an Assistant Professor of Contemporary 
Dance at Spelman College, serves as Chair 
of the Department of Dance Performance 
& Choreography, and is affiliated faculty of 
Spelman’s African Diaspora & the World 
Program. She is a Co-Founder/Consulting 
Editor for the Dancer-Citizen, an online open-
access scholarly journal exploring the work of 
socially engaged artists.

Julie is honored to have been selected as 
a Partners for Change Artist as part of the 
inaugural 2020-23 cohort through Alternate 
ROOTS and The Surdna Foundation. She is 
also the recipient of the inaugural Mellon-
Funded Mini Research Grant through Spelman 
College’s Institute for Gender & Sexuality 
Studies in support of ICHW. Julie was a 2021 
Distinguished Fellow in-residence at the 
Hambidge Center, made possible through 
the Georgia Council on the Arts Scholarship, 
and a member of the 2020-21 cohort of the 

Jacob’s Pillow Curriculum in Motion Institute. 
In 2019, she received the Arbes Award and 
Black Spatial Relics Residency Award for her 
work on Idle Crimes & Heavy Work, and she 
was a Hughley Artist Fellow as part of the final 
2018-2019 cohort.

www.juliebjohnson.com

http://www.juliebjohnson.com
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Artist Bios

Okorie “OkCello” Johnson is an 
American cellist songwriter who performs 
under the moniker OkCello. His artistry 
integrates cello performance, live-sound-
looping, improvisation, and storytelling - all 
culminating in original compositions that 
collide classical with jazz, EDM, reggae, and 
funk. 

OkCello is inspired by the exploration of 
African Diasporic melodies and narratives and 
their intersection with people’s perceptions 
and assumptions about the classical and 
European nature of the cello.  As well, his work 
with improvisation attempts to embody the 
phenomenon of wordless prayer.

In 2020 Johnson created an improvisational 
work for Flux Projects entitled “Stir Crazy” 
that captured the isolation of quarantine 
during the pandemic.  He also collaborated 
with visual artist Dr. Fahamu Pecou and poet 
Jon Goode on a performance piece entitled 
HUE+MEN asserting the sanctity and power 
of Black humanity. In that same year, Johnson 
was selected for Emory University’s inaugural 
Arts and Social Justice Fellowship through the 
Center for Ethics. Along with five other Atlanta 
artists, Johnson created in collaboration with 
Emory professors and students, an emotional 
appeal on the Black Lives Matter uprisings 
entitled Hopefully. 

In 2019, Johnson performed at SXSW co-
sponsored by Choose ATL and the Atlanta 
Convention and Visitors Bureau, at the Atlanta 
Jazz Festival on the Oak Hill Stage, opened for 
Grammy award-winning recording artists Van 
Hunt and Maxwell, was a featured keynote 
performer for the Story2019 festival at the 
Schermerhorn Symphony Center in Nashville, 
and coinciding with Havana’s 500th birthday, 
performed for the Habana Classica festival in 
Cuba. 

Johnson is a recipient of the Alliance Theatre’s 
2018 Reiser Atlanta Artists Lab grant, and 
a 2018 Creative Loafing Readers’ Choice 
winner for Best Local Jazz Act. His sophomore 
album Resolve was named one of ArtsATL’s 
top local albums of 2018. Furthermore, Okorie 
has performed and/or record with India.Arie, 
De La Soul, Big Boi of OutKast, Doria Roberts, 
amongst many others.  

www.okcello.com

http://www.okcello.com
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Artist Bios

Santiago Páramo is an Atlanta-based 
creative enthusiast, who during the last 
thirteen years has contributed to the vibrancy 
of the city as a musician, composer, audio 
engineer, music consultant, DJ, multi-media 
artist and cultural producer.

His commitment towards building community, 
uplifting others and presenting meaningful 
and thoughtful work is evident during his many 
collaborations over the years, which include 
organizations such as: The Lucky Penny, 
Moving in the Spirit, Dashboard, The East 
Atlanta Kids Club, WonderRoot, The Alliance 
Theater, The Piedmont School of Atlanta, The 
Global Village Project, Atlanta Contemporary 
Arts Center, The Unity Jazz Foundation, Pop-
Up Radio, The Hambidge Center for Creative 
Arts and Sciences, ArtsXchange, Flux Projects, 
The High Museum of Art, Art on the Beltline, 
La Choloteca, OneBeat, among others.

His fascination towards contemporary dance 
has leaded him to compose original music for 
Atlanta-based choreographers such as: Blake 
Beckham, Corian Ellisor, Bella Dorado, Jessica 
Bertram, Sara Diamond, and Julie B. Johnson. 
As a music consultant, audio engineer and DJ, 
he has worked with choreographers: Helen 
Hale, T.Lang, Lauri Stallings, and Patdro 
Harris. Artists such as: Charmaine Minnifield, 
Floyd Hall, Nicole Livieratos, Patricia Henritze, 
Sara Santamaria, Kemi Bennigns, Courtney 
Brooks, and Melissa Alexander have also 
featured Santiago’s work on their respective 
projects and productions.

His work has been presented in venues such 
as: The High Museum of Art, The Alliance 
Theater, The Rialto Center for the Performing 
Arts, The Ferst Center, 7 Stages, ShowerHaus 
Gallery, The Bakery, along the Beltline corridor 
and inside various MARTA stations in the city.

Santiago is also the founder of the Community 
Music Studio, a space that has the public 
function of serving the community by offering 
a series of music programs and cultural events 
aimed to educate, mentor, inspire, heal, enrich, 
promote and encourage multidisciplinary 
work with other artistic disciplines; as well as 
with organizations and individuals committed 
towards social and economic justice. Some 
of the artists involved in recent community 
events include: Kebbie Williams, Lil John 
Roberts, Keneth Zakee, Mausiki Scales, and 
Ojeda Penn. 
 
www.santiagoparamo.com

http://www.santiagoparamo.com
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Speaker Bios
Victoria Lemos is the voice behind 
Archive Atlanta. A history podcast sharing the 
stories of the people, places and events that 
have made Atlanta what it is. Born in NYC to 
immigrant parents, Victoria has called Atlanta 
home for the last 14 years. She began as a 
volunteer tour guide, then became a bicycle 
tour guide and now does private walking tours 
and independent research for individuals, 
institutions and corporations.

Whether you call it hopeful or naïve, her goal 
is to share Atlanta’s amazing history with the 
most people possible, because “you can’t 
care about something you don’t know about.” 
In a city that was born from the ashes, we 
don’t prioritize preservation or the past, but 
together we can change that. Victoria truly 
believes knowing about the past helps us all 
be better humans in the present and future.

www.archiveatlantapodcast.com

Donna Y. Stephens is an Atlanta native. 
She is a proud product of the Atlanta Public 
School system. Donna graduated from the 
Northside School of Performing Arts where 
she focused on a performing arts/ college prep 
curriculum. She majored in Applied Sociology 
with a concentration in Family and Community 
Services at Georgia State University where 
she received her Bachelor of Arts degree.  
Donna’s career history is filled with various 
roles in public and non profit sectors.  
She is the co chair and community 
engagement chair for the Proctor Creek 
Stewardship Council, Groundwork Atlanta 
board member, Park Pride’s Friends of 
English Park representative. Currently she 
is the founder/ chair of the Chattahoochee 
Brick Company Descendants Coalition. 
Donna resides  Northwest Atlanta near the 
Chattahoochee Brick Company site. She 
enjoys studying African American history and 
culture and reading fiction in her spare time. 

http://www.archiveatlantapodcast.com
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Charmaine Minniefield, Iymaani Aytes, Emily Fisher,  
and all the staff at The Elevate Atlanta 2021

The Atlanta History Center team

The Idle Crimes & Heavy Work Collaborators  
and Community Visioners:

Brooks Emannuel, Veronica Jeffreys, Angela Hall, 
Dominique Harris, Celeste Miller, Lauren Neefe,  

Shady Radical, Holly Smith, and Robert Thompson

The Idle Crimes & Heavy Work Creative Development 
Workshop Participants

Clarissa Crawford, Sherella Cupid, Michelle Ramos, and the 
entire Alternate ROOTS team

Victoria Lemos, local tour guide and host of the  
Archive Atlanta podcast

Donna Stephens, Founder of the Descendants of 
Chattahoochee Brick Coalition

The archivists and librarians at the Kenan Research Center, 
The AUC Woodruff Library Archives, The Spelman College 
Archives, and University of Georgia’s Special Collections 

Library 

Monique Sharp of Canava Cafe

Hapeville Academy Theatre

All of our friends and supporters of Giwayen Mata and  
Moving Our Stories

Special Thank You To:



Giwayen Mata
www.GiwayenMata.org

Instagram: @giwayenmata
Facebook.com/GiwayenMata

Moving Our Stories
www.JulieBJohnson.com

Instagram: @movingourstories
Facebook.com/MovingOurStoriesATL

No one truly knows a nation No one truly knows a nation 
until one has been inside its until one has been inside its 
jails. A nation should not jails. A nation should not 
be judged by how it treats be judged by how it treats 
its highest citizens but its its highest citizens but its 

lowest ones.lowest ones.
-Nelson Mandela-Nelson Mandela

http://www.GiwayenMata.org
http://www.JulieBJohnson.com
https://www.facebook.com/giwayenmata/
https://instagram.com/giwayenmata
https://www.instagram.com/movingourstories/
https://www.facebook.com/MovingOurStoriesATL/



