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OmOpe Carter DabOiku biO 
Omope Carter Daboiku learned the art of storytelling the old fashioned way – listening to family 

elders in Appalachia recount genealogy and migration with stories. Trained as a cultural geographer, 
she understands storytelling within traditional societies and its power to suspend the present and create 
a unified, non-threatening, enjoyable, educational environment.

An Ohio Arts Council master teaching artist since 1990 and one of the first artists selected for the 
Cincinnati Arts Association’s Artists on Tour program, Omope uses story performance to promote 
understanding and appreciation of the commonalities of humankind. Recent experiences with an ever-
expanding global economy, shifting populations, and technological change make her work even more 
valuable today. Her talents have taken her to the Dominican Republic, Germany, Nigeria, Senegal, and 
Turkey where she has shared tales and gathered others. Her telling style is animated and participatory 
– in the classical African, American Indian, and Appalachian traditions – complimented by song, 
refrains, alliterations, and onomatopoeia. 

Omope’s 26-year career as a teller has included writing curriculum, designing and implementing 
teacher development workshops, culture and language literacy residencies, and theatrical productions 
for children and adults. Her first short story, “The Power of Water Baptism” (published by the Anthology 
of Appalachian Writers, Shepherd University Press), was nominated for the prestigious Pushcart Prize 
in 2014; her voice can be heard on PBS documentaries produced by The Ohio State University, the 
Kentucky Archeological Society, and at Cincinnati’s Freedom Center’s exhibit on Native American 
Removal. She received rave reviews for her role as Madame in John Ray’s play The Sweet Burning 
Yonder, a comedy of disaster and discovery which won the Director’s Pick award for the 2012 Cincy 
Fringe Festival; and, she toured with the Cincinnati Children’s Theater production of Cincinnati: City of 
Immigrants from 2012-2014.

Currently, residing in Dayton, Ohio, Omope founded and coordinates a literary circle at the historic 
home of acclaimed poet Paul Laurence Dunbar. She is also a member of the Southern Appalachian 
Writers Cooperative, which publishes the journal Pine Mountain Sand & Gravel to which she is a regular 
contributor, as well as a member of the National Storytelling Network, the Association for the Study 
of African-American Life and History (serving as Branch president in Dayton), and a member of the 
Appalachian Studies Association (ASA) and the Urban Appalachian Community Coalition (UACC) which 
will produce ASA’s 41st conference in Cincinnati, OH, April 5-8, 2018.
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intrODuCtiOn
When I was in primary school in the late 1950s, Americans were being told that African Americans 

retained no ethnic culture after being removed from their ancestral homelands. Now with the research 
conducted by such respected art historians and anthropologists such as Margaret Drewal, Margaret 
Washington Creel, Melvin Herskovits, and Robert Farris Thompson, the exact opposite is recognized 
as the truth. African American culture (and indeed American culture in general) has retained much of 
the cultural expression of those Africans taken from the Western Shore and relocated to the Americans. 
The African American oral tradition retains the structural elements and characteristics of the original 
moral tales told for centuries in the ancient kingdoms of Ile Ife and Oyo (ancestral homes of the 
Nago, Nupe, and Yoruba peoples of present-day Nigeria, Togo, Benin, Sierra Leone, and Cameroon), 
Ashanti (the Akan of present-day Ghana), Songhay (the Ga of present-day Mali), and the Fon of Old 
Dahomey (modern Benin). As we explore this phenomenon, readers will note that I do not regularly 
use the term “West Africa.” As a geographer and folklorist, I am acutely aware of the impact of labeling 
from “outsiders” and the power of using ethnic peoples’ own names for themselves. Regardless of 
the terminology used in the classroom, be aware that the designation “West Africa” is a European 
colonial appellation, given when those European powers (Britain, France, Belgium, et al.) conquered, 
partitioned, and controlled the African continent, dividing it between themselves and labeling their 
respective territories—East, West, Central, North, and South Africa.

Within these cultures, stories were told to provided moral instruction, to memorize strategies 
and procedures, to recount and retain the communal memory of battles won and lost, coronations, 
genealogies and other historical events, medicine sources and their uses, and to advocate for political 
change. To understand how these multiple of functions evolved, one must first be willing to accept that 
African cultures were so sophisticated that leisure was not a luxury to be afforded to only a few. Leisure 
within African cultural frameworks is an essential aspect of life as it provides time for reflection, as 
reflection opens the door to personal assessment, which is a necessary process to attain IWA PELE, 
the Yoruba phrase of “good character.” To have good character in Yoruba culture is to know for what 
purpose your soul transmigrated to Earth and to be focused on walking toward your own path without 
intentionally creating stumbling blocks in the paths of others. It means that one’s primary purpose in life 
is to fulfill one’s destiny, to be conscious that all individuals are extensions of their ancestors, and that 
humans need good character to function in inter-personal relationships (Robert Hall, 1990). Therefore, 
the first story a child in the West African cultures would have heard was the condition of the family at 
the time of its conception and why the family choose the child’s name. Naming traditions exist in every 
traditional African culture. Children receive names based on the day they were born, the condition of the 
family, conditions of the child’s birth circumstances, and the hopes and aspirations for the soul’s work 
on the Earth. 

After birth, the next stories would be the Why So cycle stories that explain the cycle of life and 
phenomena found in nature. Folktales that fall in this category include: Why Mosquitoes Buzz in 
People’s Ears, How the Elephant Got its Truck, How the Sun and Moon Got in the Sky, Why Sun and 
Moon Chase Each Other, the purpose of rainbows, how to read weather signs and their corresponding 
memory rhymes. The next cycle of tale would include moral stories often taken from Sacred Oral 
Scripture. These stories would describe the conditions of individual souls who were not seeking IWA 
PELE and the cosmic consequences attached. The folktales in the collections known as Anansi Tales 
or Spider Stories fall in this category, as do the Ijapa Tales and Cow-Switch Stories. Children could 
measure their own progress toward adulthood by realizing that responsibilities were given based on 
their ability to recount both the material and spiritual elements of any given folktale; the more you 
understood its underlying principles, the more status and responsibility you were given. This measure 
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maturity is also evident in the storytelling traditions of Appalachia, where nighttime and weekend 
sessions were held at grandparents’ feet and your ability to stay up with “the grown folk” depended 
on how well you listened, and if you could continue the storyline when called upon. Within traditional 
storytelling frames, you know you’ve made it when an elder asks that you tell a particular folktale or 
family anecdote. 

Memorization techniques included a binary system of single and double lines called ODU IFA (the 
spiritual compendium of wisdom); and, important historical events were documented also by producing 
appliqué banners (Benin) and story quilts (special emphasis on the famous Harriet Powers’ quilt) with 
stylized symbols like the sun, moon, and the adinkra of the Ga peoples (Ghana), which are a visual 
representation of social though and spiritual philosophy, adire cloth with story symbols of Yoruba 
(Nigeria) culture drawn onto cotton muslin with yam starch and then dyed in indigo, or the kente cloth of 
the Ashante whose colors and weave indicate rank and condition. 

These premises are the fundamental foundation for the African worldview which informs all aspects 
of traditional African life. Therefore, storytelling becomes a way to record and transmit history, provide 
a canon of wisdom from which to solve personal and community social ills, allow political dissent, and 
reduce the enemy to an unworthy opponent assuring victory after long endurance. Stories become 
heirloom jewels passed from generation to generation; they serve as cultural links for those who 
have become disconnected from their cultural legacy, or national history. And, since the need for 
communication is fundamental to all human societies, folklore provides a wonderful tool for comparing 
worldwide cultures in conjunction with Arts and Humanities Core Content.
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the big iDea/StruCture in the artS

enD Of primary graDeS
Observe dramatic productions and describe 

literary elements.
 � Read an African or African-American folktale
 � Have children retell the story, focusing on 

storyline, characters, sequence of events
 � Have children draw the story as seen in their 

individual imaginations
 � Compare pictures and find similarities and 

differences
 � Consider what scene are essential to 

understanding the story’s content

Identify a variety of creative dramatics 
(improvisation, mimicry, pantomime, role 
playing and storytelling).

 � Each student is given an emotional state to 
communicate to the audience using facial and 
body poses

 � Students are given animals characters and 
must use facial/body gestures that inform the 
audience of the character’s personality, like 
charades

 � Students will use the concept of “readers’ 
theater” and use developmentally appropriate 
literature (e.g., Wagon Wheels) and stand 
before each other and read, as if rehearsal for 
a stage production

 � Students are encouraged to tell a personal/
family anecdote to an audience

4th graDe
Identify or describe elements of drama in dramatic 

work.
 � All aspects above
 � Students learn about “voice and person of the 

narrator” and write compare monologue and 
dialogue presentation

 � Students read folklore and analyze the 
relationships between characters and settings

 � Socratic groups discuss how the setting 
informs the actions of the characters

 � Students choose a folktale to interpret in  
modern form and translate traditional concepts 
to modern ones

 � Student learn The Living PagesTM model and 
perform en tableau vivant

 � Student will learn to project their voices to 
replicate a normal tone from the staging area

 � Students should observe a professional 
performance (storyteller or other theater 
professional) and analyze how emotion 
is communicated through facial and body 
movements and gestures

5th graDe
Analyze/explain the use of elements of drama in 

dramatic works.
 � All of the above
 � Students will read or listen to a story (Sounder) 

and analyze its elements, draw pictures from 
their imaginations, compare pictures, and 
choose those that support the story sequence

 � Students will then watch the video of the same 
story and compare the director’s decisions 
with their own mind’s eye
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eaSy bOOkS
James Berry, Don’t Leave an Elephant to Go and 

Chase a Bird
Marie Bradby, More Than Anything Else
Virginia Brown, Who Cares!
Jeanette Caines, I Need a Lunch Box
Deborah Chocolate, Kente Colors
Lucille Clifton, Everett Anderson series
Trish Cooke, So Much
Donald Crews, Bigmama’s
Nina Crews, I’ll Catch the Moon
Pat Cummings, C.L.O.U.D.S.
Ruby Dee, Two Ways to Count to Ten
Alexis De Veaux, Enchanted Hair Tale
Mari Evans, Jim Flying High
Muriel Feelings, Jambo Means Hello: Swahili 

Alphabet Book
Valerie Flournoy, Patchwork Quilt
Bernadette Ford, Bright Eyes, Brown Skin
Jan Spivey Gilchrist, Indigo and Moonlight Gold
Eloise Greenfield, Me and Neesie
Elizabeth Howard, What’s in Aunt Marty’s Room?

Dakari Hru, Magic Moonberry Jump Ropes
Margo Humphrey, River That Gave Gifts
Angela Johnson, Daddy Calls Me Man
Dolores Johnson, Your Dad Was Just Like You
June Jordan, Kimako’s Story
Patricia McKissack, Mirandy and Brother Wind
Angela Shelf Medearis, Here Comes the Snow
Margaree King Mitchell, Uncle Jed’s Barbershop
Dessie Moore, Let’s Pretend
Gloria Pinkney, Sunday Outing
J. Brian Pinkney, Max Found Two Sticks
Faith Ringgold, Tar Beach
Natasha Tarpley, I Love My Hair!
Ianthe Thomas, Hi, Mrs. Mallory!
Joyce Carol Thomas, I Have Heard of a Land
Mildred Pitts Walter, Two and too Much
Sherley Ann Williams, Working Cotton
Beth Wilson, Jenny


