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VCU Opera presents:

SARAROSE MARTIN
Contributing Writer

An enclosure was erected around the perimeter of Monroe Park as its 12-to-18 month renovation project 
commenced last Monday, Nov. 14. 

The City of Richmond paid for half of the $6 million project; the other half came from donations to the 
Monroe Park Conservancy, the nonprofit group that facilitated the renovation.

“This park has a long history and has always served as an important hub in our city,” stated Mayor Dwight 
Jones. “Working in partnership with the Monroe Park Conservancy group and VCU to restore the park’s 
luster is an opportunity that we’ve embraced with great enthusiasm.”

According to Alice Massie, president of the Monroe Park Conservancy, the renovations will update the 
1920’s infrastructure and revitalize the city’s oldest park. 

A Society Without A Name (ASWAN), a homeless advocacy group, feared the closure would offset the 
homeless community and limit the services provided to them in the park. 

ASWAN advocate Mickey Moore has been providing services to the Richmond’s homeless community 
for 14 years. Moore said he has worked with more than 15 churches in the area to feed the homeless in 
Monroe Park.

—continued on page 4

MARY LEE CLARK 
Staff Writer 

In the 19th century, opera was an art form 
that was reserved for the social elite. Ticket prices 
reflected the audience that the operas wanted to 
draw in, only affordable to a certain socio-econom-
ic classes.

Opera’s popularity quickly declined with the 
rise of other entertainment forms like radio, mov-
ies and television. 

Today’s theater is going out of their way to fight 
the stereotype of elitism, particularly towards the 
younger crowd. Through student discounts and 

“student nights,” modern theaters are making tick-
et prices more affordable.

In this vein, VCU Opera makes their spring 
and autumn shows free of admission in an attempt 
to make the art form accessible to the younger gen-
erations. 

Melanie Day, an associate professor at VCU 
Opera, said that presenting operas can be incred-
ibly expensive, especially when it comes to period 
costumes. She says that many larger companies are 
presenting updated, or “modern” versions, of opera 
in order to save on production costs.

—continued on page 8
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Modi’s colossal fight against 
corruption in India

see page 11
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“A Date with Destiny”
D I S P L A C E D
Service providers for city’s homeless struggle 
to relocate as Monroe Park renovations begin.
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CRIME LOG

All data obtained from the 
VCU PD daily incident log

Monday, Nov. 14:

Destruction of Property 
State West Broad St. Deck  

 1111 W. Broad St. 
Pending 

All Other Larceny 
20 S. Lombardy St. 
Reported by Outside Agency

Hit and Run 
400 Munford St. 
Reported by Outside Agency.

Hit and Run 
700 W. Leigh St. 
Reported by Outside Agency

Tuesday, Nov. 15: 

Sexual Assault 
B1000 W. Grace St. 
Pending 

Hit and Run 
1 N. Harrison St.
Pending 

Hit and Run 

Main St. Deck 801 W. Main St. 

Pending

Simple Assault/Trespassing Cabell 

Library 901 Park Ave. 

Closed.

Shoplifting Rite Aid 

520 W. Broad St. 

Reported by Outside Agency

Purse Snatching 

1399 W. Broad St./Bowe St. 

Reported by Outside Agency 

Wednesday, Nov. 16:

Stolen Property Offenses/  
 Weapon Law Violation/City  
 Code Violations 

901 N. Lombardy St. 
Closed. CBA .

Destruction of Property -   
 Private 

300 N. Harrison St.
Reported by Outside Agency. 

Simple Assault 
406 Shafter St. 
Reported by Outside Agency 

Destruction of Property -   
 Private 

900 Axtell St. 
Reported by Outside Agency

Theft From Building 
901 N. Lombardy St. 
Reported by Outside Agency 

Burglary/B&E-Commercial  
 Wash Happening 

1039 W. Grace St. 
Reported by Outside Agency

Thursday, Nov. 17:

Drug Violation 
Brandt Residence Hall 710 W.  

 Franklin St. 
Closed. CBA.

Destruction of Property
Henry St. Deck
200 N. Henry St.

Drug Violation 
600 W. Cary St.
Closed. CBA.

Drug Violation 
Rhoads Residence Hall
710 W. Franklin St. 
Closed. CBA

SIONA PETEROUS
Staff Writer

Gwen Ifill, venerated journalist who 
repeatedly broke the glass ceiling of gen-
der and race in the media, died at the age 
of 61 in Washington state on Nov. 14 
2016, after a year-long battle with endo-
metrial cancer. 

As a child, Ifill and her siblings 
were encouraged to be politically aware 
and active. On a 2015 episode of PBS’s 
“The History Makers,” Ifill told Mi-
chelle Morris how television and politics  
strongly influenced her future career. 

“We watched (political) conventions 
for recreation. This was an extension of 
the fact that my parents thought that 
what happened in American politics 
and government mattered,” Ifill told the 
live audience. “Imagine watching T.V. 
when Barbara Jordan gets up and speaks, 
and you’re a little black girl watching at 
home.”

Jordan was a leading civil rights ac-
tivist, lawyer and the first Black woman 
elected to the Texas state and United 
States senate. Little did Ifill know that 
she would one day be likened to her 
childhood idol. 

Ifill’s career began in the late 1970’s as 
a reporter for the Boston Herald-Ameri-
can, but it wasn’t until she worked at the 
Baltimore Evening Sun that she first be-
gan delving into news and politics.

She remarked that the transition to 
political reporting did not come with-
out its challenges, and that the organi-
zations of older white men didn’t know 
know how to react to her presence — an 
educated African American woman who 
was excelling in her field — and the rac-
ist threats she received were often ig-
nored by executives. 

Ifill became a major political reporter 
for The Washington Post and New York 
Times in the 1980’s and early ‘90’s. Her 
ability to ask poignant, honest questions 

while remaining approachable to a large 
audience only further progressed her 
journalism career. 

Ifill branched into broadcast journal-
ism as a congressional correspondent for 
NBC in 1994. In 1999 she became senior 
correspondent for “NewsHour With Jim 
Lehrer” and the moderator and editor of 
“Washington Week.”

In 2004, Ifill became the first Black 
woman to moderate a vice presidential 
debate. In 2013, she and Woodruff be-
came the first women to anchor a nightly 
network newscast as the co-anchors and 
co-managing editors of “The PBS New-
sHour.”

“She came through the screen as a 
friend to people who watched her, but 
she also displayed the authority for peo-
ple to believe you,” Woodruff said in an 
interview with The Washington Post.  
“She didn’t mind telling anyone when 

she thought they were wrong on cam-
era. She kept it respectful. She was one 
of the most graceful interrupters I have 
ever seen.”

On the same day of her passing, 
President Barack Obama remembered 
Ifill when he spoke to her colleagues at a 
press conference before departing for his 
final overseas trip.

“I always appreciated Gwen’s report-
ing even when I was at the receiving end 
of her tough questions,” said President 
Obama in a press conference. “She not 
only informed today’s citizens, but in-
spired tomorrow’s journalists.”

CNN anchor Don Lemon had an es-
pecially tearful tribute to Ifill, who he 
first met as student in the mid-1990’s.

“You were simply brilliant and power-
ful,” Lemon said. “A quiet storm, profes-
sional, understated, humble.”

Ifill pursued journalism to not only 
search for the truth but to make the 
news accessible for as many people as 
possible. In a 2014 commencement  ad-
dress to American University’s Public 
Affairs College, Ifill spoke on the why 
she  pushed through various setbacks and 
prejudice and in name of journalistic in-
tegrity and inclusiveness. 

“Whose stories can you tell? Whose 
voices are not being heard? Who gets to 
decide which stories and voices get ig-
nored? And what are you willing to do 
about it?” Ifill said. “Personally, I have 
a flat spot right in the front of my head 
from trying to break down walls my en-
tire career, forcing diversity of thought 
and opinion into newsrooms and onto 
the air.”

David Brooks penned a tribute article 
to Ifill in the New York Times, captur-
ing  the importance of her presence in 
the news industry.

“She has left a chasm which nobody 
else can fill up and which nobody has a 
tendency to fill,” Brooks said. 

Whose stories can 
you tell? Whose 
voices are not being 
heard? Who gets to 
decide which sto-
ries and voices get 
ignored? And what 
are you willing to do 
about it?
Gwen Ifill

The life and death
of the legendary 
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FADEL ALLASSAN
News Editor

In a down-to-the-wire finish, 
incumbent Mamie Taylor lost her 
bid to local doctor Patrick Sapini 
for the Fifth District School Board 
seat. 

The official tally has Taylor with 
5,333 of the 10,934 votes cast. Sap-
ini won 5,480. There were 121 votes 
for write-in candidates.  

Taylor was behind Sapini when 
the unofficial count was completed 
on Nov. 9. The incumbent was about 
150 votes behind Sapini at that time 
— Just shy of the 100 vote thresh-
old which would have allowed her 
to demand a recount, according to 
the Richmond Times-Dispatch. 

“It appears that the Fifth Dis-
trict School Board race is now 
outside of the 1 percent recount 
provisions,” Richmond Registrar 
J. Kirk Showalter said in an email 
Wednesday afternoon, according to 
the Times-Dispatch.

Sapini is a resident of the Fifth 
District and has lived in the Ran-
dolph Community for the past 
seven years. The doctor is a father of 
four school-age children and serves 
as a PTA’s Parent volunteer at Clark 
Springs, John B. Cary and Linwood 
Holton elementary schools and is a 
board member for the Wyatt T. 
Walker Education Foundation.

His School Board campaign re-
ceived a boost when in September, 
Sapini was endorsed by the RCDC, 
the Richmond Education Associa-
tion and the Richmond Association 
of Realtors.

In an October interview, Sapini 
said he would look to “provide ef-
fective and new leadership to the 
Fifth District School Board and to 
bring a collaborative and coopera-
tive spirit to the work of the School 
Board.”  

Sapini’s victory means that Tay-
lor’s time in the school board, which 
began in 2012, will come to an 
end. The Huguenot and Richmond 
Community High School teacher 
garnered a reputation for raising 
her voice during board meetings 
when things did not go her way.

According to the Times-Dis-
patch, Taylor filed for a protective 
order against Kim Gray, who was 
recently elected to the City Coun-
cil, because of a disagreement the 
two had in a closed session. 

When Taylor’s request was de-
nied, a judge reprimanded her for 
bringing the issue to court.

School Board Chairman Jeffrey 
Bourne was the only member of last 
year’s School Board that kept his 
seat. He fended off challenges from 
Kevin Starlings and Jessee Perry to 
win more than 62 percent of the 
vote in last Tuesday’s election. 

Liz Doerr won the First District, 
Jonathan Young won the Fourth 
district, Nadine Marsh-Carter won 
the Seventh District and Dawn 
Page won the Eighth District. 

Linda Baker Owen ran unop-
posed in the Ninth District.

Sapini defeats 
Taylor in Fifth 
District School 
board race
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Sapini is a father of four school-
aged children.

Reporting suspicious or 
emergency situations to the 
VCU Police Department can 
help solve crimes, provide 
emergency assistance that 

may save a life and help 
deter criminal activity.

Download the VCU LiveS-
afe mobile phone app to 

report crimes anonymously.

To contact the VCU PD call 
(804) 828-1196.
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MARY LEE CLARK 
Staff Writer

A recent study by United Way of Greater Richmond 
and Petersburg gave insight on the Richmond region’s 
rapidly rising poverty rates. 

According to the study, poverty is on the rise at a 
more rapid pace in Henrico, Hanover and Chesterfield 
than the City of Richmond itself.

The report found the poverty rate in Richmond’s 
suburbs increased 110 percent in Chesterfield, Hanover 
and Henrico combined between 2000 and 2014.

“There are more people in poverty in the coun-
ties of Chesterfield, Hanover and Henrico than there 
are in the cities of Colonial Heights, Petersburg and 
Richmond.” said James Taylor, President and CEO of 
United Way.

Richmond, which has a higher poverty rate than its 
suburbs, also experienced a spike in poverty, although 
to a lesser degree. The city’s poverty rate increased from 
about 20 percent in 2005 to 25 percent in 2014. 

The study, called “Indicators of Community 
Strength,” collected data from the 11 jurisdictions 
and analyzed it in order to better understand the 
community. It focused on areas of education, health 
and economics. 

A household income of a family of three has to 
be below $18,872 to be considered under the poverty 
threshold. This formula comes from President Lyndon 
Johnson in the 1960’s, a time where the average family 
spent an estimate of one third of its budget on food. 

Taylor said this formula is outdated and needs to 

be changed, for even families well above the poverty 
line are still trying to find ways to make ends meet. In 
order to give an accurate representation, in the study 
United Way also calculated “Total Population Living 
Below 200% of Poverty Thresholds.” The numbers in 
this study are rising rapidly as well.

Although the poverty rate is up, factors that usually 
contribute heavily to the poverty rate are doing well. 
Unemployment rate is down and high school gradua-
tion is up in almost all areas. 

Taylor said that a major factor in causing the pov-
erty rate to be so high is that many people are under 
qualified for the higher paying jobs, which may require 
technical training or a college degree. 

Each county and the city each have their own ap-
proach to combating poverty. Officials in the counties 
of Henrico and Hanover were unavailable for comment 
but the city of Chesterfield hopes to use United Way’s 
study to help them.

“Their study was just released, and we need to take 
the proper time to thoroughly review the results,” 
stated Teresa Bonifas, Public Information Officer for 
Chesterfield County, in an email. “Once we have com-
pleted our evaluation, we look forward to working with 
our partners and neighboring localities.”

Taylor suggests the region needs to find a way to 
bridge their poverty efforts and work together oth-
erwise the region run the risks of running different 
policies and incentives that will be confusing and will 
counteract each other. 

“A regional effort around this is not going to be easy, 
and I don’t want to suggest that it will be,” Taylor said.

Poverty in surrounding localities increasing at twice 
the rate of Richmond city

HANNAH PARKER 
Contributing Writer

When SGA President Katie 
Clark felt the student body could 
experience division following the 
results of the presidential election, 
she took it upon herself to address 
the issue. 

“I ask that we all try to the best 
of our abilities to stay united as a 
university, to be accepting of each 
other, and to remember that here at 
VCU,” Clark said. “We are an in-
clusive university who respects all 
of our fellow students, faculty, and 
staff.”

It may have been a small ges-
ture, but it served as an example 
of the kind of responsive leader-
ship Clark said she hopes to em-
body. The same could be said of 
the SGA’s second-in-charge, Vice 
President Kedji Abazi. 

Clark, a senior studying supply 
chain management and analyt-
ics and Abazi, a junior studying 
health, physical education and ex-
ercise science, were elected by the 
student body in a nail biting elec-
tion in which the victors weren’t 
announced for weeks. 

In April, the pair told the 
Commonwealth Times that they 
promised to bring a more inclusive 
student government and to bring 
change to the organization — al-
though they may not have envi-
sioned a change as expansive as the 
one they’re about to herald. 

Earlier this month, SGA an-
nounced the Monroe Park cam-
pus and the VCU Health cam-
puses are working towards a 
resolution that would merge the 
student governments into one 
umbrella organization.

Clark said the resolution would 
streamline the organization’s re-
sources to better serve the student 
body’s concerns.

“It would just be more produc-

tive to have one meeting or one 
place where representatives from 
both campuses can collectively talk 
about the issues their students are 
passionate about,” Clark said.

They both have been involved 
in SGA for three years, Clark 
started off as a sophomore after 
transferring to VCU and Abazi 
as a freshman. Clark has served as 
a delegate, senator, Vice Chair of 
Membership Committee, Chair of 
Membership Committee and now 
as president. Abazi has served as a 
senator, Chair of External Affairs, 
Chair of Senate and now as Vice 
President.

“I have always thought of my-
self as a leader,” said Abazi. “I can 
actually do something to help, it 
empowers us that our peers believe 
in us, respect us and want us to suc-
ceed.” 

Clark and Abazi have to con-
stantly make decisions that will 
then represent and affect thou-
sands of students. This kind of re-
sponsibility is not easy to handle, 
but luckily both Clark and Abazi 
take the necessary time to weigh 
each possibility.

“I always need a minute to take 
in the situation,” said Clark. “I 
start brainstorming realistic op-
tions and make sure they align 
with my personal values, the pur-
pose of SGA and the school. I take 
into consideration who is affected 
by it. I live for feedback. I am only 
one person, I only represent one 
demographic. But the last thing is 
standing by your decision.”

Making the right decision all 
the time can be hard, but accord-
ing to SGA advisor 

LaDarius D Thompson, Clark 
and Abazi have what it takes to 
make the right call.

“Katie and Kejdi both have 
a great and strong work ethic,” 
said Thompson. “You can see the 
values of honesty, personal integ-

rity, diversity and inclusion, and 
teamwork play out in their every-
day work with MPC SGA. They 
both display the same values of 
their work ethic in their leadership 
skills.”

Their roles are not always easy 
to fulfill at times, making them 
choose between a personal life and 
a professional life.

“It can be isolating at times,” 
said Clark. “No one knows all 
the work that goes in. It is hard 
for friends to understand, but I’ve 
learned how to balance the two.”

Even though there are hard 
times, both Clark and Abazi agree 
that the good times outweigh the 
hard and that both roles are very 
rewarding. 

“It’s been a journey to learn 
about who you are as a person, 
leader and community member,” 
said Clark. “I get to meet differ-
ent people, learn why they came 
to VCU and what their experience 
has been like.” 

Clark and Abazi have been suc-
cessful in their roles and made vast 
improvements for not only SGA 
but VCU.

“They have already started 
making herstory as the first all-
female leadership team of MPC 
SGA,” said Thompson. “They are 
working really hard to improve the 
communication and transparency 
of MPC SGA not only internally 
but externally to the VCU com-
munities as well.”

The two leaders are grateful for 
the opportunity to represent their 
student body and improve the 
quality of student life at VCU.

“It is important for students to 
realize we do this to give back to 
the school that has provided so 
much for us,” said Abazi. “This is 
our thing; some play basketball, 
and some are in SGA. There is so 
much passion from everyone and 
we put so much work in.”

Meet Katie and Kedji
SGA’s executive branch 

HIBA AHMAD
Staff Writer

Instances of hate speech at the University of 
Virginia have increased throughout this semester, 
particularly during the time leading up to Elec-
tion Night on Nov. 8. 

In an effort to combat the growing tension on 
campus, students from the Minority Rights Coali-
tion, Black Student Union, Indian Student Asso-
ciation and other student groups came together to 
create the “Eliminate the Hate” campaign. 

The campaign, which ran from ???? to Nov. 18, 
garnered support from over 50 student organizations 
and faculty members. Its organizers came together to 
host a series of events including a silent protest and 
‘teach in’ where faculty members spoke to students 
about the legality of hate speech and free speech 
practices guarded by the constitution.

Rawda Fawaz, the head of the teach-in commit-
tee,  said that the goal of the campaign was to have 
the community understand the challenges that the 
minority population on campus is facing after this 
election season. 

“It’s more about minorities occupying space and 
having a loud voice,” Fawaz said.

Fawaz said she was victim to a hate crime on 
campus this past September when three white men 
drove by yelling death threats and racial slurs at her. 

The men pursued her as she ran away, until she 
found shelter and called her friends. She wasn’t 

harmed, but reported the incident to the University 
Police Department. 

“I can’t be silent. I wanted to make sure that peo-
ple know that I am not okay with this,” Fawaz said. 
“I want people to know that this isn’t normal for an 
academic institution.” 

Fawaz isn’t the only organizer of the campaign 
who has faced some form of hate speech on campus. 

Attiya Latif, chair of the Minority Rights Co-
alition at U.Va., said she found the word ‘terrorist’ 
scrawled across her dorm room door the Sunday be-
fore election night. 

“I didn’t sleep in my room for a week because ob-
viously this person knew where I lived,” Latif said. 

These two incidents are only a small portion of a 
series of racial, religious and ethnic discrimination 
to take place on U.Va.’s campus. 

The campaign has been documenting incidents 
on their Facebook page for the past two weeks, and 
have received complaints of homophobic slurs and 
anti-semitic vandalization. 

Other documented incidents include the word 
“nigger” written in a student dorm earlier in the 
semester and a monkey hung from another student 
dorm with a noose around its neck.

According to a press release sent from UPD, one 
police officer resigned after yelling “make America 
great again,” through the police car’s PA system at 
a group of disgruntled students the morning after 
election night. 

Members of the university’s administration have 
attended some of the events during the two-week 
campaign, but have yet to address the student body 
in regards to incidents of hate speech on campus. 

“The administration has demonstrated that they 
are listening and I want them to take what they’re 
listening to and turn it into something productive,” 
Latif said. 

The campaign came to a close after a final march 
and occupation of the school’s symbolic Rotunda. 

Latif hopes that the student body and the ad-
ministration will take the concerns that were voiced 
during the campaign seriously. 

“They need to think about what they picture the 
larger conversation about diversity and safety look 
like on this campus,” Latif said. 

UPD and University Communications could not 
be reached for comment. 

U. Va. sees rise in hate speech 
following presidential election

I want people to know 
that this isn’t normal for 
an academic institution.
Rawda Fawaz
U.Va. student

Total Population Living Below Poverty Thresholds

2005               2010                2012               2014

Charles City

Hanover

Henrico

New kent

Petersburg

Powhatan

Richmond

Region

Virginia

10.9%

4.8%

7.9%

5.2%

21.8%

5.9%

19.9%

9.8%

10.0%

11.9%

5.3%

9.8%

5.8%

25.2%

7.1%

25.3%

11.7%

11.1%

13.3%

6.5%

10.1%

6.7%

25.8%

7.1%

26.2%

12.3%

11.8%

13.1%

6.1%

11.0%

6.2%

25.8%

7.1%

25.0%

12.6%

11.8%

SGA President, senior Katie Clark (left) and Vice President, junior Kedji Abazi (right).

Groups organized the “Stop the Hate” campaign to combat hate speech on campus.
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ADVERTISEMENT

“ The thousands I’ll save  
from graduating in  
4 years will kickstart  
my small business and  
my career.”
– Brian O’Loughlin

*  Estimated savings based on 
a 120-credit-hour program 
with standard tuition and fees, 
books/supplies, room, board, 
miscellaneous and transporta-
tion expenses and graduating 
in four years instead of six

SAVE UP TO $50,000.*
dothemath.vcu.edu
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Monroe Park renovations begin 
—continued from page 1

Moore said advocates plan to move 
their services to Abner Clay Park on 
Saturdays and Sundays, beginning 
this weekend. However, Moore said 
he fears the city will make them leave 
due to a lack of bathrooms at the park.

“We’re making a big assumption 
that the City of Richmond is going 
to allow us to do that. We don’t know 
that at this moment,” Moore said. 
“We just know it’s the next closest 
park and so that’s the reason we chose 
that one.”

Homeless advocate and former 

mayoral candidate Bobby Junes said 
Red Door Ministry and Grace Holy 
Trinity, located across the street from 
Monroe Park, will continue to pro-
vide food, religious service and con-
sultations to all clients. 

Junes said Saturday and Sunday 
are the target dates for a variety of lo-
cal food, service and clothing groups 
to provide resources to the homeless.

“It has largely been a decentral-
ized system,” Junes said. “With a 
little planning all services could 
continue until park renovations are 
complete.”

Junes said the park should re-
main open or develop in phases so its 
purpose — public recreation to the 
community at large — is still an “ac-
tive ingredient.”

Moore said places for the home-
less to get a warm meal have disap-
peared in the last couple years, espe-
cially since The Salvation Army on 
Broad St. stopped serving breakfast 
and lunch about a year ago. 

“When that happened it meant 
there was no consistent place for the 
homeless to get a warm meal Monday 
through Friday,” Moore said. “They 
were still able to get that Saturday 
and Sunday at Monroe. Now that 
Monroe is closed, there is nothing. It 
was a sad day when that fence went 
up.”

Richmond City Department of 
Social Services is providing a 2-1-1 
phone number community members 
can call to give or find services such 
as food and shelter while the park is 
closed. 

Moore said he is disappointed 
Richmond and the Conservancy 
failed to provide another location 
where churches can continue provid-
ing basic services for the homeless.

“They just decided to close it down 
with no alternative plan put in place,” 
Moore said. “Basically this is home-
less people standing at your door and 
you just shut the door in their face.” PH
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They just decid-
ed to close (the 
park) with no 
alternative plan 
put in place.
...
this is homeless 
people standing 
at your door and 
you just shut 
the door in their 
face.

Mickey Moore
Service Provider
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sports Stat of the Week
Senior forward Mo-Alie Cox passed the 
legendary alum Larry Sanders record for 
fourth on the VCU all-time block list. 

ZACH JOACHIM
Sports Editor

Men’s basketball moved to 3-0 last week with wins at 
Liberty University and against Binghamton University at 
the Stu. The Rams escaped Lynchburg on Tuesday with a 
nail-biting 64-59 victory over the Flames, and dominated 
at home, 81-42 against the Bearcats, on Friday night.

The Rams got what they expected Friday night — an 
easy home victory against a weary Binghamton in front 
of the Siegel Center’s 85th consecutive sellout crowd.

VCU head coach Will Wade said he sympathizes 
with the scheduling position the Bearcats were in after 
playing the previous Friday, Monday and Wednesday.

“You’ve got to give Binghamton some credit,” Wade 
said. “I’ve been where they are and it’s no fun, go play 
four games in a week and get your brains beat in for 
money. They were worn out.”

Despite facing a downtrodden opponent, Wade and 
the boys still showed encouraging signs in a game they 
controlled throughout.

“I was disappointed in our rebounding and foul 
shooting, but other than that I thought we played well,” 
Wade said. “The defensive effort was much improved.”

The Rams defensive intensity dictated the flow of the 
game. The Black and Gold finished with 10 steals and 22 
points off 18 Binghamton turnovers. 

VCU put forth a mediocre performance on the 
boards, out-rebounding the Bearcats 36-33. They strug-
gled at the line as well, going a gruesome eight of 15. 

Binghamton took a 6-4 lead at the 14:45 mark on a 
rebound and put-back from forward J.C. Snow. From 
that point on, the Rams took no prisoners.

VCU proceeded to put the game away in the first 

half with a 16-0 blitz of the Bearcats. 
Senior starting point guard JeQuan Lewis made a 

stop-and-pop 3-pointer from the wing with 13 minutes 
to go in the first half to give the Rams an 8-6 lead.

Constant on-ball, full-court man-to-man pressure 
kept Binghamton from establishing any sort of rhythm.  
Two consecutive shot-clock violations after the Lewis 
three-pointer stoked the developing VCU fire.

Redshirt senior forward Mo-Alie Cox put an 
exclamation point on the run with 8:32 to go in the 
first half when he tied the legendary Larry Sanders for 
fourth on the all-time VCU block list.

Junior guard Jonathan Williams converted a subse-
quent transition opportunity to extend the advantage to 
15-6. Alie-Cox would pass Sanders later in the contest.

Lewis added some flair to the run when he found 
true freshman guard De’Riante Jenkins in mid-air un-
der the basket on a lob from the wing. Jenkins caught 
the ball and finished in one motion and was fouled to 
boot, extending the advantage to 18-6 with 7:20 to 
play in the half.   

Jenkins led the way in the scoring department 
for VCU. He recorded the first double-double of 
his career wearing the Black and Gold with 14 
points and 10 rebounds.

“We worked the ball inside out and it helped,” Jenkins 
said. “Once they started helping on Hamdy, Mo or Burg, 
space opened up on the wings for us (the guards).”

The Rams assortment of talented guards dominated 
the final stat sheet. 

Behind Jenkins, Lewis finished with twelve points 
and shot four of five from the land beyond. Williams 
contributed a well-rounded stat-line with eight points, 
five assists and two steals. Redshirt freshman guard 
Samir Doughty had ten points and got to the rim at will. 

Reporters asked after the game if this breakout shoot-
ing performance would raise the Rams confidence levels 
as they head into the meat of their schedule.     

“We’re confident every game,” Doughty said. “It 
just depends if it falls or not.” 

The Liberty Flames played their season opener 
Tuesday night and gave VCU everything they could 
handle in what turned out to be an extremely defen-
sive affair for the Rams.

The Black and Gold never found an offensive 
rhythm and had to dig deep late in the game in order 
to escape Lynchburg taking the game.

“It was a good win,” Wade said. “We’ve certainly 
got things we’ve got to get better at, but our defense 
looked pretty good for the most part.”

The sides traded runs back and forth in a frenetic 
first half. VCU answered an 11-0 Flames run with a 
7-0 spurt of their own, capped off by a coast-coast lay-
in from Doughty. 

Liberty led for the majority of the first half, but the 
Rams were able to take a 34-31 advantage into half-
time with a pair of threes from Lewis and freshman 
guard Malik Crowfield just before the horn.

VCU stormed out of the locker room with a sense 
of urgency they lacked in the first half. Starting center 
Ahmed Hamdy caught the ball and finished in the 
post on consecutive possessions as the lead swelled to 
43-34 and Wade turned and pumped his fist to the 
Ram fans in attendance.

Williams raised up and dunked in a crowded lane 
minutes later to bring the score up to 50-42. VCU chants 
broke out as the Rams smelled blood in the water.

Liberty refused to go down without a fight, though, 
and made things interesting down the stretch. 

Hamdy kissed another shot off the glass to give 
VCU a 54-46 lead going into the final media time-
out. The Flames put together a string of stops and 
buckets after the stoppage to cut the lead to 54-52.

A tip in from Doughty and two clutch free throws 
from Alie-Cox relieved the tension on the VCU bench 
and built a six-point advantage with 1:52 to play. A 
Jordan Burgess and-one on the next possession in ad-
dition to two more free throws from Allie-Cox sealed 
the deal definitively. 

Lewis led VCU in scoring on the night, finishing 
with 13 points on a sub-par four of 12 shooting. Alie-
Cox was a force on both ends of the court providing 
12 points, six rebounds and two blocks.

After the game, coach Wade praised Alie-Cox’s 
composure down the stretch.

“He made some winning plays like you need your 
senior to make,” Wade said. 

After facing a trio of cupcakes to open their season, 
the Rams now stare down the best opportunity to 
boost their out-of-conference resume’ in the form of 
the “Battle 4 Atlantis” tournament.

An elite field awaits the Rams in the Islands: the 
University of Louisville, Michigan State University, 
Wichita State University, Baylor University, Louisi-
ana State University, St. John’s University and Old 
Dominion University. 

A loser’s bracket format ensures that each team will 
play three games from Nov. 23-25. VCU opens up the 
tournament with the Bears of Baylor, who caught the 
attention of the nation when they man-handled then-
No. 4 Oregon last week in a 66-49 win.

Tip off is set for 2:30 p.m. on Wednesday afternoon. 
The importance of the opportunity ahead does not 

escape coach Wade or RamNation.
“If we go down there and win a couple games, we can 

walk the dog into the NCAA tournament,” Wade said.
“We want Baylor,” chanted the Rowdy Rams as the 

clock expired Friday night.      

Binghamton

Liberty

The Bahamas

Rams roll at home, escape on the road

Forward Ahmed Hamdy and guard Jonathan Williams have started the first three games, with forward Mo-Alie Cox making an impact off the bench after starting for the majority of his career.
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ADAM CHEEK
Contributing Writer

VCU women’s volleyball was able to advance to the second 
round of the Atlantic-10 tournament this past weekend in 
Saint Louis at Chaifetz Pavilion before falling in the semi-
finals. The Rams beat Duquesne University Friday in the 
first round of the tournament but fell to nationally ranked 
University of Dayton Saturday. 

Both matches were closely contested. The Rams were able to 
put pressure on the No. 22 Flyers but ultimately went down 3-2.

"I'm proud of how much fight this team had,” said coach 
Jody Rodgers. “Losing really hurts right now, but in the next 
few weeks we'll realize that this is another step for this group 
as we start to look to next year.”

Dayton’s victory over VCU improved their nearly unblem-
ished record to 29-1. Although the Rams lost, they conclude 
their season with an encouraging 19-14 mark. 

Dayton dominated in the first half, edging out VCU 25-
12, but the Rams bounced back in the second set with a close 
25-20 victory. The Black and Gold cranked out a third set 
win, but struggled to keep the momentum going and fell in 
the final two sets. 

Several Rams had standout performances in the match, 
but junior outside hitter Alica Kandler and freshman 
middle back Jasmin Sneed led the upset effort. Kandler 
finished with 12 kills and a block, while Sneed recorded 
six blocks and nine kills. Freshman outside hitter Vicky 
Giommarini also had twelve kills. 

Other notable players for the Rams included sophomore middle 
back Tori Baldwin and freshman opposite hitter Gina Tuzzolo. 

 Dayton’s Jessica Sloan and Kendyll Brown kicked in 
notable numbers for the Flyers. Sloan led all players with 15 
kills for Dayton, while Brown hit .600 with 14 kills.

The fifth set featured nearly flawless play by Dayton — the 
Flyers hit .421 and only committed two errors. After an early 
4-2 lead for VCU in the tie breaking set, Dayton went on a 
6-1 run and never looked back. 

“This team really fights,” Rogers said. “We've come a long 
way since the start of the season, and I'm proud of what this 
group, young as they are, has been able to accomplish. We'll 

learn from this and get ready for next year.”

The fifth-seeded Rams beat Duquesne 3-1 on Friday, 
knocking the fourth-seeded Dukes out of postseason play. 
The last time the the Dukes and Rams met in October, the 
Dukes came out with the 3-1 win in Pittsburgh.   VCU 
returned the favor and won in four sets, sending them to the 
semifinal. 

VCU improved to 19-13, dominating Duquesne. The Rams 
attack was led by Sneed, who tallied 11 blocks and 12 kills. 

Sneed was named to the A-10 All-Rookie team, and 
showed her mettle by hitting .364 and combining with her 
teammates for sixteen blocks. Giommarini kicked in 13 kills, 
as well as 10 digs, while Baldwin and Julia Adler had nine 
kills each and a combined for twelve blocks. 

After falling in the first set, VCU won three straight to 
end the match, eliminating several small deficits and hardly 
ever looking back. 

A hard-fought 30-28 win in the second set gave the Black 
and Gold the momentum they needed, helped by a double 
block from Sneed. 

"It was nerve-racking, but we fought, and we battled,” 
Rodgers said. “This was a great team win. They were resilient. 
The teams that advance are the ones that battle.”  

The Rams will end with a 19-14 record in their fourth 
season under Rogers. Only one senior will leave the team, 
Sydney Cooper, who was unable to play this season due to an 
injury. With much of the same squad likely returning next 
season, the Rams look ahead to 2017 with high hopes.

Dayton

Duquesne

Volleyball falls in Atlantic-10 
semis despite relentless effort

Junior libero Rebekah Strange led the Rams in digs against Dayton with 11.

We’ll learn from this and get 
ready for next year.
Jody Rogers
VCU volleyball coach PH
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VCU closed out on Campbell’s shooters all night, holding their 
opponents to 16.7 percent shooting from the land beyond.
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JESSICA WETZLER
Contributing Writer

VCU cross-country wrapped 
up the 2016 season at the NCAA 
Division One Southeast Regional 
cross country championships Nov. 
11 at Panorama Farms in Earlys-
ville, Virginia. 

The women’s team placed 26th 
out of 38 teams in the 6,000-me-
ter with a score of 700 points. 
The men’s team competed in 
the 10,000-meter race, but were 
ineligible for team scoring due to a 
shortage of runners.

Freshmen Ashley Brown and 
Delaney Savedge led the women’s 

team in the NCAA regional. 
Brown crossed the line first for 
the the Rams at 22:42.0, finish-
ing 122nd and Savedge finished at 
22:51.1 for 129th place. 

Juniors Nichelle Scott and 
Courtney Holleran and senior 
Emily Dyke followed Brown and 
Savage to round out the Rams’ top 
five.

Scott placed third for the Rams 
and 135th in the NCAA regional, 
crossing the line at 22:56.9. Hol-
leran followed shortly after with 
a time of 23:27.8, finishing 164th. 
Behind Holleran was Dyke and 
freshman Judith White, post-
ing times of 23:28.2 and 23:29.3, 

respectively.
Junior Kathleen Gardner was 

the final finisher for the Black and 
Gold team with a time of 24:22.1, 
good for 201st place.

“They finished off their season 
well, we are in a good position 
going into the track season,” said 
VCU coach Nicole Cook. “We are 
healthy and we made it through 
a tough season. The ladies raced 
well on a tough course. We have a 
young team and I’m excited with 
their growth and I’m proud of all 
their efforts this season.” 

Four VCU men competed at 
the NCAA Regional, but given 
VCU fielded just the four runners, 

the Rams was ineligible for team 
scoring.

Freshman Bryce Catlett led 
the way for the Rams for the fifth 
time this season, crossing the line 
at 32:00.8 and placing 116th — 
this was Catlett’s first collegiate 
10,000-meter run. His 8,000-me-
ter time was 26:06, beating his 
previous best of 26:17.

Junior Bismillah Alidost trailed 
behind Catlett in the 10,000-me-
ter, finishing in 152nd place with a 
time of 32:43.2. Freshmen Lucas 
Sidle and Brandon Wells finished 
alongside each other with a time of 
33:29.2 and 35:22.0, respectively. 
Wells was the third freshman to 

run for the Rams in Earlysville, 
Virginia. 

“They finished off their season 
well, we are in a good position 
going into the track season,” Cook 
said. “We are healthy and we made 
it through a tough season. The men 
stepped it up and tackled the 10k 
course with poise. We have a young 
team and I’m excited with their 
growth and I’m proud of all their 
efforts this season.” 

Cook said both teams improved 
by at least one minute overall and 
improved their average time. The 
team grew with confidence over 
the last year and Cook is excited 
to see how everyone can bring that 

confidence into the track season.
As the track and field season 

approaches, the transition for both 
teams begins. Cook will be the 
cross country/mid-distance coach 
for the season and coach Jon Riley 
will lead the teams in his ninth 
season.

All members of the women’s and 
men’s cross country team will be 
competing on the track and field 
team as either distance runners or 
mid-distance runners. 

The track and field season will 
begin Dec. 4 at the Christopher 

Newport University Holiday Open.

Cross-country wraps up season at NCAA Regional championships

Bryce Catlett (immediate center) was last week’s Virginia Lottery Student Athlete of the Week.

PH
O

TO
 B

Y 
JU

LI
E 

TR
IP

P

Hot shooting earns Rams 
first road win of the season
NICK VERSAW
Contributing Writer

Women’s basketball split a pair of out of 
conference tests last week. The Rams fell 
to the Golden Gophers of the University of 
Minnesota tuesday night before defeating the 
Camels of Campbell University on Saturday. 
The Rams picked up their second win of 
the season Saturday night, knocking off the 
Campbell Camels 66-53.

In their first road game of the new season, 
VCU re-discovered their shooting touch after 
struggling against Minnesota on Tuesday. 
Saturday, the Rams shot over 50 percent from 
the field and a staggering 80 percent from 
beyond the arc.

Bria Gibson, Curteeona Brelove and Isis 
Thorpe each contributed double-digit scoring 
numbers, but it was the Rams’ two-way at-
tack that ultimately paved the way to victory.

The VCU defense, led by senior captain 
Keira Robinson’s stout 9 point, 7 rebound, 5 
steal and 1 block stat line, wreaked havoc on 
the Camels, as the Rams ran away with 24 
points off turnovers and held their opponents 
to just 33.3 percent shooting and 16.7 percent 
from deep. 

“I thought our team defense was consis-
tent for 40 minutes,” Rams head coach Beth 
O’Boyle said. “It was great to see another 
game with such a balanced attack.”

The Camels hopped out to an early lead 
Saturday, but after Robinson’s made layup 
put VCU ahead 6-4 with 5:09 left in the first 
quarter, the Rams never looked back.

Campbell, led by Summer Price’s game-
high 23 points, charged back in the second 
quarter to bring the Camels to within four, 
but back-to-back threes by senior Mooriah 
Rowser put the Rams firmly in control.

In the second half, VCU put the game 
away as the Rams continued their onslaught, 
shooting nearly 60% from the field as the 
game wore on and eventually picking up their 
first road win of the new season.

The Rams continue the new season 
Tuesday as they return home to take on the 
visiting IUPUI Jaguars at 6 pm.

“We are looking forward to getting an-
other win at the Stu,” O’Boyle said.

The women’s basketball team suffered their 
first loss of the season Tuesday night after 
falling to the visiting University of Minne-
sota 79-69.

Robinson was the Rams’ standout per-
former on the night, but the Columbia, South 
Carolina product’s well-rounded 20 point, 
five rebound, three assist and four block stat 
line was not enough to help the Rams keep 
up with the Gophers’ high-powered offense.

VCU’s high-tempo style of play stifled 
the Gophers in the first quarter, as the Rams 
jumped out to an early 5-0 lead and closed 
the quarter with a 13-12 advantage over Min-
nesota. However, they couldn’t hold down the 
Gophers’ offense for long.

In the second quarter, Minnesota took 
command. The Gophers, led by junior guard 
Carlie Wagner, shot over 59-percent from the 
field in the period and turned their one-point 
deficit into a 19-point lead by halftime.

Wagner and fellow backcourt mate 
Kenisha Bell combined for 18 points in the 
quarter, doubling the Rams second-quarter 
scoring output themselves.

O’Boyle said the Gophers’ big second 
quarter really made things difficult for the 
Rams.

“We just had that tough second quarter,” 
O’Boyle said. “And it got the lead to where 
they could play comfortable and when you have 
that lead it allows everyone to make shots.”

Although they were down by nearly 20 
as the second half begun, O’Boyle said the 
Rams were determined to prove they weren’t 
going down in front of a home crowd without 
a fight. She added she was impressed with her 
team’s resolve. 

Her squad bounced back by going on a 
20-10 run late in the third quarter, nearly 
pulling the visitors’ lead to single digits, but 
ultimately, it was not enough.

“We came out in the second half and you 
wouldn’t have thought we were down 20. We 
just talked about cutting it to ten,” O’Boyle 
said. “I felt like we were close there the whole 
game — we just couldn’t get that momentum 

to really put some pressure on them.”
Tuesday’s game marked the return of 

former Rams head coach Marlene Stollings. 
This was Stollings’ the first visit back to the 
Siegel Center since accepting the position 
with the Golden Gophers in 2014.

Robinson, who was recruited to VCU by 
Stollings in 2013, said it was nice to see her 
former coach, but added that Stollings’ return 
was just another game. 

“I didn’t have any revenge in my mind, I 
just wanted to get out and play,” Robinson 
said. “(Stollings) spoke (to me) and said good 
luck on the season and how proud of me she 
was and I appreciated that.”

Apart from the loss, the Rams suffered 
a significant setback after senior post player 
Camille Calhoun went down with a left leg 
injury early in the first quarter. Calhoun was 
seen leaving the stadium on crutches, but 
O’Boyle said the severity of Calhoun’s injury 
is still unknown.

“We don’t know anything yet,” O’Boyle 
said. “But these guys played all last year 
without her and I know they’re disappointed 
from a friendship level because they like to 
have her out on the floor, but from a basket-
ball standpoint, we have so many players that 
are excited about playing this year. They’ll 
step up and then support Camille through 
whatever injuries she may have.”

O’Boyle said Tuesday’s loss will help 
prepare her squad for their next game against 
Campbell University on Saturday.

“When you have a big game, you have to 
bounce back,” O’Boyle said. “We’re at Camp-
bell. It’s our first road game and that will be 
another good experience for us.”

Campbell

Minnesota

The Rams will welcome Indiana 
University-Purdue University 

Indianapolis  to the Stu Tuesday night 
before heading down to San Juan, 

Florida.

The Rams will participate in the San 
Juan Shootout tournament and will take 
on American and Villanova Universities 

on Nov. 24 and 25, respectively. 
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The repercussions of NFL concussions
SOPHIA BELLETTI
Sports Editor 

Athletes across the spectrum are familiar with the 
dreaded concussion tests that ask you to remember the 
order of different shapes or to name the current United 
States president. But is that really sufficient to diag-
nose a concussion — especially in today’s day and age?

Concussions, head impacts and chronic traumatic 
encephalopathy are a growing conversation. It’s no 
secret this year’s NFL ratings are down compared 
to years past. Thursday Night Football was down 17 
percent compared to 2015.

The glaring repercussions of concussions have been 
evident for years. Last fall, a total of 87 of 91 former 
NFL players tested positive for encephalopathy — the 
brain disease at the center of the debate about the silent 
dangers of untreated concussions — according to new 
figures from the nation’s largest brain bank focused on 
the study of traumatic head injury.

Researchers with the Department of Veterans Af-
fairs and Boston University identified the degenerative 
disease, known as chronic traumatic encephalopathy, 

in 96 percent of NFL players they’ve examined and 
in 79 percent of all football players. The disease is 
widely believed to come from repetitive trauma to the 
head, and can lead to conditions such as memory loss, 
depression and dementia. 

More than 5,000 former players sued the NFL last 
year, claiming the league hid the dangers of head inju-
ries. A federal judge has given final approval to a class-
action lawsuit settlement against the NFL, providing 
up to $5 million per retired player for serious medical 
conditions associated with repeated head trauma.

If the NFL wants to see a rise in viewers and to re-
main America’s sport, it will need to fund, listen to and 
accept more concussion-related research for the sake of 
the players, not the safety of the league.

Officials will need to penalize head shots to the point 
they are considered heinous. It may be worthwhile for 
Vice President Miller to reevaluate the NFL’s equip-
ment and tackling techniques to make the game safer. 

After ignoring reality for years, the NFL finally got 
a grip and came to terms with the correlation between 
CTE and football. NFL Senior Vice President Jeff 
Miller publicly admitted last month football and CTE 

are “certainly” linked.
A paper, just weeks from being published by re-

searchers at the National Institute of Health, could be 
a game changer in diagnosing concussions. The paper 
raises hopes that eventually a blood test for a concus-
sion will be as objective as diagnosing high cholesterol 
or a heart attack.

The research was conducted after growing frustra-
tion among scientists and those affected in the Na-
tional Football League regarding the current protocols 
for diagnosing brain injuries.

The league said it hopes the test could help silence 
NFL critics who argue the league ignores head injuries 
and their effects. In addition, such a test could also 
enhance understanding the dangers of the game, with 
potential to sideline more players for longer periods 
even if they aren’t suffering obvious concussion-related 
symptoms.

Recently, the NFL changed rules, added medical 
personnel, imposed fines and even some suspensions 
for violent plays that might have been a norm in past 
years. Under the league’s new “concussion protocol” 

— a four step process —  players are no longer rushed 

back into games prematurely. 
These are all steps forward for the league in protect-

ing their multimillion dollar products. But the focus 
on concussions tends to skew the bigger picture: it’s not 
just about concussions.

The repeated, body-slam-style hits players are 
subject to every time the ball is hiked are associated 
with CTE. According to a Frontline report last year, 
40 percent of players testing positive for CTE were of-
fensive or defensive linemen — the players most likely 
to suffer repetitive hits.

Recent studies suggest a lot of lower-impact hits can 
be just as damaging as concussive ones. A recent study 
from the research group of Robert Stern, a neuropsy-
chologist at Boston University School of Medicine, 
concluded the risk of cognitive impairment, depres-
sion, apathy or other behavioral disorders later in life 
increased steadily every 1,000 impacts.

Research also indicates CTE is present in men 
who have played only college football, and even in a 
few high school players, who — you guessed it — are 
hit in the head repeatedly, especially at a young age.

Press Box

KEYRIS MANZANERAS
Contributing Writer

Freshman Kristina Marie-Coleman set the World Record for 
Women’s Bench and Deadlift — “Push/Pull” in her division at the 2016 
World Championships hosted in Erie, Pennsylvania last month.

Coleman set a personal record of 374.7 lbs. in the deadlift and 194 lbs. 
in benching, placing her in first at the competition hosted by the 100% 
RAW Powerlifting Federation.

“Knowing that I had self-discipline over the years has really taught 
me to know that I am capable of achieving my dreams no matter what,” 
Coleman said. “No matter how many times I fail, hard work really does 
pay off in terms of defeating yourself.”

Coleman is currently pursuing a degree in exercise science. She said 
she thinks weightlifting and training will make her more successful in 
her future career, which she hopes to center around traveling as a per-
sonal trainer and reducing childhood obesity.

Coleman said she was first introduced into the sport in high school 
when she enrolled in the Olympic Weightlifting class.

“When I noticed I was good at it I Googled information on how to 

train because I wanted to start competing,” Coleman said.  “It makes me 
feel invincible and there are not that many strong females that lift at all, 
so it feels good to do something out of the ordinary — something that 
people don’t really do.”

She said weightlifting is as competitive as other sports because it 
pushes limits as an athlete and a woman, but finding success is worth the 
challenge.

“It’s the most amazing feeling in the world to me knowing that I have 
had only myself as a support system,” she said. “My dad was there for 
most of the time, but other than that I would constantly get knocked 
down.”

Coleman said the stigma around women weightlifters hasn’t phased 
her throughout her journey. She said some people have told to stop or to 
lift light to reduce the appearance of muscles making her look “manly,” 
but Coleman said it’s no reason for her to stop doing what she loves.

“People would always say things like I look too manly or weightlifting 
is only a man’s sport and that I should be doing something less danger-
ous to my femininity,” Coleman said.

Coleman said her next big plans include competing in the Women’s 
Physique Bodybuilding Competition in summer 2017.

Meet Kristina-Marie Coleman: self-trained weightlifter

Kristina-Marie Coleman, a freshman, set the 2016 Women’s 
Bench and Deadlift for her division.
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More than 5,000 former players 
sued the NFL last year, claiming 
the league hid the dangers of 
head injuries.
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spectrum Fact of the week:
The desert-dwelling American saguaro cacti 
can live up to 300 years in optimum conditions. 

According to FiveThir-
tyEight, The Metropolitan 
Opera reported their seats be-
ing only 74 percent full during 
their 2014-15 season, com-
pared to their previous season 
where seats were reported 
being 77 percent full. 

Alan Chavez, a senior mu-
sic student at VCU, disagrees 

with the notion that “opera 
is dying.” He says in fact 

he thinks it’s growing 
and becoming more 
popular with stu-
dents. 

“The crowd is 
really becoming 
younger, in my 
personal experi-
ence,” Chavez 
said. “Every 
year I go to the 
opera the crowds 
get younger 
and younger as 
opposed to the 

decline that it had been going 
in in which the crowds were 
getting older and older.” 

Tiun Duong, a junior VCU 
music student, said that past 
performances have played to 
a full house in the 500-seat 
theater. 

Devonte Saunders, who 
performed in the last weekend 
opera performance “A Date 
with Destiny”, agrees. 

“I think it’s important to 
know that opera is for every-
body,” Saunders said. “The 
stories that we tell are for 
everyone, and even though 
they are set in different time 
periods, they always can be 
applied to today.”

Chavez said the stigma 
of elitism surrounding the 
art form scares many young 
people away. A stigma which 
he disagrees with.

“Look up opera, and listen 
to it,” said Chavez, “Give it a 
chance.”

 VCU Opera 

VCU Opera was founded in 1950, and 
is the longest running annual full-scale 
production  tradition in Virginia.

   Drawing in a new generation  SAMUEL GOODRICH
Staff Writer

The Harry Potter series has 
been one of the most popular 
and sustaining franchises in the 
past two decades, maintaining a 
ravenous fanbase, even after the 
release of the seventh and final 
book and films. 

Many have been begging 
for a return to J.K. Rowling’s 
universe to explore what else is 
out there.

Director David Yates and 
Rowling decided to answer that 
call and invite fans back into the 
wizarding world with “Fantas-
tic Beasts and Where to Find 
Them.” Despite hoping to kick-
start a new franchise and explore 
the world’s lore, this film sadly 
fails on both fronts, becoming a 
disappointingly bad prequel to 
the Harry Potter series.

I had high hopes for “Fantas-
tic Beasts,” despite never being 
obsessed with the Harry Potter 
franchise. I loved the idea of not 
only setting wizards in 1920’s 
era New York, but also seeing 
what other types of creatures 
and characters existed in this 
world.

In that aspect — whenever 
the film is actually about finding 
the fantastic beasts, following 
Newt Scamander and his Amer-
ican acquaintances trying to 
capture them — it’s a lot of fun. 
The characters are likable and 
have good chemistry, with Eddie 
Redmayne giving a particularly 
fun performance as Newt.

The beasts themselves also 
earn the title of “fantastic,” as 
there are many colorful and cool 
designs. There’s one sequence 

dedicated to simply showing off 
all the different monsters Newt 
has captured, and it’s my favor-
ite sequence in the film.

There are also some cool 
ideas for action scenes involving 
the creatures, liking tricking a 
shapeshifting bird to go from 
filling an entire room to fit into 
a teapot — but the execution of 
these action-set pieces is lack-
luster at best, with many feeling 
lazy or just plain boring.

And this is where we get 
into the major problems of 
“Fantastic Beasts and Where 
to Find Them.” The “finding” 
of the fantastic beasts is a side 
plot of the film. The main story 
is full of allusions to further 
sequels and wizard fights, where 
the characters simply flail their 
wands around and reflect each 
other’s’ attacks.

Whenever I found myself 
getting invested in Newt and 
his friends, or the actual search 
for the monsters, the film would 
cut back to a character engaged 
in evil or bizarre scenes involv-
ing an anti-witch cult. There 
comes a point near the end 
where the movie easily could 
have ended, but instead the 
audience is subjected to 30 more 
minutes of wrapping up a plot 
there’s little-to-no investment in 
anyway. 

This is what’s so disappoint-
ing about this film: the premise 
is not about expanding the lore, 
but an obvious attempt to make 
more money off the Harry 
Potter name. Instead of creat-
ing something original, like 
following Newt as he travels 
around the world and collecting 
these beasts, the film is focused 
on rehashing similar plots and 
characters from the original hit 
series.

In the end, “Fantastic Beasts” 
is a forgettable film that is just 
plain bad. While there is a good 
movie hiding somewhere in be-
tween the cracks, it’s not enough 
to save the film. 

Hopefully the sequels will 
focus on building the world 
rather than building the fran-
chise.

Sam’s Take:
Fantastic Beasts and Where 

to Find Them

Rating: Maybe if 
you’re a Hogwarts 

veteran — but even 
then you’re better 

off just watching the 
originals.

—continued from page 1
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VCU Opera presented “A Date With Destiny” Nov. 18 & 19.

Gallery5 debuts RVA Preservations series, 
ACLU of Va. presents “Know Your Rights”
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ANNIE GALLO 
Contributing Writer 

Arts-nonprofit Gallery5 opened 
its doors to discuss civil rights and 
police interactions as a part of its 
new series, “RVA Preservations,” 
on Nov. 16.

Lawyer and public policy coun-
sel at the ACLU of Virginia Char-
lie Schmidt lead a “Know Your 
Rights” workshop and answered 
questions during the event.

“I want people’s rights to be 
common knowledge,” Schmidt 
said. 

There were three big facts 
Schmidt said he wanted the crowd 
to remember from the night. The 
first, he said, is to always ask the 
police, “Why am I being stopped?” 

Following that, he said the next 
question should be “Am I free 
to go?” when detained by police. 
Lastly, Schmidt said, citizens 
should never consent to searches 
by police.

Schmidt also broached the topic 
of recent protests in Richmond 
following the 2016 presidential 
election by encouraging citizens’ 
right to protest, but said to keep in 

mind arrests may lawfully occur if 
people do not comply when police 
order a crowd to dissemble. 

Richmond resident Ash Van 
Ejk said she specifically attended 
the workshop because she wanted 
to know more about her rights 
during protests after participating 
in the “Richmond Grabs Back” 
protest two weeks ago.

“I protested because there needs 
to be visible action showing that 
people are afraid and upset over 
the election,” Van Ejk said. “I came 
tonight because I want a clear 
definition of my rights so I can 

continue to participate and stick up 
for human rights.” 

Attendee Sarah Greenlee 
said there are too many situa-
tions where she is not sure how 
to interact with police. Greenlee 
said she wants to respect police, 
but also ensure her rights are being 
respected. 

Schmidt assured attendees it is 
within every citizen’s rights to film 
police interaction in Virginia and 
said he encourages the practices 
if bystanders see someone being 
harassed by the police. 

The ACLU now has a Crimi-

nal Justice App where people can 
film police, and have the video file 
automatically sent to the ACLU.

Schmidt said this means if the 
police take someone’s phone they 
cannot delete the video and the 
ACLU will have the video without 
needing the phone. 

I want people’s 
rights to be 
common
knowledge.
Charlie Schmidt
Lawyer, ACLU of Virginia

“Know Your Rights” was 
the first of several work-
shops Gallery5 plans on 

hosting for their new 
“RVA Preservation” 

series.
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LIA TABACKMAN 
Contributing Writer

Graphic designer, published essayist and VCUarts 
professor Nicole Killian has dedicated her career to 
exploring the intersections between identity, feminist 
theory, community building and graphic design. 

Through creating pieces that blur the line between 
the online world and reality, Killian’s designs invite 
viewers to explore the layered significance behind the 
content they share online.

“I went to school for graphic design but going 
into undergrad I didn’t have that much of an under-
standing about what I wanted to do,” Killian said. “I 
knew that I liked art and that I liked computers but I 
hadn’t really put the two together yet.”

For Killian, online communities were more than 
a place to waste time or escape from reality. Instead 
of acting as a distraction, she said they enabled her 
to explore outside of her immediate surroundings 
and make authentic connections with users going 
through similar life experiences.

“Specifically in my experience, technology and 
content sharing allowed me to find community,” 
Killian said. “Like in the ‘90s as a closeted lesbian, 
I went to the internet to find other teens sharing 
similar experiences.” 

As an essayist, Killian has worked to further ex-
plore the dynamics of female-centered communities 
both online and in the real world.

“I did a series of short pieces under the umbrella 
title “Girls That Run in Packs.” I was basically look-
ing at different ways that women throughout history, 
media and contemporary life have banded together to 
create communities.” 

In the online world, these communities are 
formed and connected through the sharing and 
reposting of web content like gifs, digital images and 
video clips. 

In her essay “Tumblr Girls,” Killian explores 
and intertwines the concepts of social justice, sailor 
moon, and glitter-text.

Killian’s art also works to breakdown the negative 
assumptions that are often associated with content 
that appears “overtly feminine.”

“Something I’m constantly thinking about is 
that there are specific signifiers that we’re taught 
that teach us to associate certain things with being 
‘weak’ or ‘stupid,’” Killian said.  “Its interesting to 
have conversations with people specifically about 
glitter text because when you look at glitter text, it 
doesn’t even matter what it says. It could say critical 
theory but the fact that it’s pink and glittery makes it 
illegitimate.”

Killian, who has lectured at North Carolina State 
University, ATypi Dublin, Rochester Institute of 
Technology, Maryland Institute College of the Arts, 
Pratt Institute and Minneapolis College of Art + 
Design (MCAD), said that the act of teaching itself 
works as positive feedback loop for her art

“I feel like it’s important that I am active as a 
maker, an artist, and a designer so that my students 
can see how I put into practice what I am talking 
about.” Killian said. “I don’t want to teach unless I 
am also practicing.”

Killian’s current exhibit, “My Friend’s Cat Is 
Cute,” is on display at Sediment Art Gallery through 
Dec. 11. According to Killian, the exhibition is 
focused around the idea of “the self as a folder” and 
was inspired by mobility, pixilation, and “my identity 
being manifest through the language I use on the 
Internet and the images I collect on my desktop.”

“I try to use very understood structures to talk 
about deeper concepts,” Killian said. “I want you to 
be put in a certain place and then realize that things 
either aren’t as they seem or that there is more that 
you should be paying attention to.”

Nicole Killian: teacher-designer-artist

GEORGIA GEEN
Contributing Writer

Artist Margaret Matheson’s 
print exhibit, “Mythos: The Sto-
ries We Share,” found a tempo-
rary home on the previously-bare 
walls of the Chrysalis Gathering 
Space.

Matheson’s work, which will 
be on display until Dec. 1, is the 
first to be hosted there. Chrysalis 
offers a variety of programs such 
as yoga, sitting meditation and 
other classes.

“The idea is, I think it’s espe-
cially important with everything 
going on, is to provide a place for 
people to center and to look more 
deeply at things, especially things 
that they may take for granted,” 
Clayton said. “That often goes 
under the umbrella term of ‘spiri-
tual.” 

Matheson, a former applica-
tions chemist, has worked with 
printmaking for the past five 
years and spent decades painting. 
The theme of Matheson’s work 
coincides with Chrysalis’s current 
focus of study: ideas of myth and 
narrative. 

“The space (Chrysalis) used to 
be very plain and not very attrac-
tive,” Matheson said. “We had 
decided to fix up the space and 
one thing they wanted to do for 
a long time, this was pre-dating 
when I got involved, was have art 
that would reflect whatever the 
current semester’s theme is.”

Matheson described this 
particular collection, a series of 
monoprints, as “spontaneous.” 
She said the process of printmak-
ing — which entails the collaging 
of items like stencils, leaves or 
other drawings and subsequently 
pressing them with ink — allows 
her a lot of freedom. 

“It’s experimental, it’s kind 
of like, ‘let’s see what this looks 

like,’” Matheson said. “Some-
times it comes out (badly) and 
other times it comes out and it 
still shows promise and you might 
add something.” 

Additionally, Matheson 
explained a lot of her creative 
process was inspired by her expe-
riences with literature. 

“I think we all have read 
things that have just changed 
our lives or transformed us,” 
Matheson said. “This mythologi-
cal, mytho-poetic sides of life has 
really changed me and spoken to 
me, so I feel connected to it all 
when I’m working with them.”

Since Chrysalis offered work-
shops on the ideas of Jungian 
psychology, Matheson said she 
utilized imagery and concepts 
referencing the same concepts. 
One of the most prominent, the 
idea of archetypes as structures in 
society, played an important role 
in the exhibit.

“There’s a lot of archetypes,”  
Matheson said. “When you start 
working with them and studying 
them, you can see how they’re 
playing out both in one’s own 
life and in culture around us. So, 
it’s interesting. It’s partly a ‘heal 
thyself to help heal the world’ 
process and it’s partly an intellec-
tual process,” 

Matheson gave the examples 
of a child being seen as some-
thing to be protected in conjunc-
tion with the idea of a mother.

“When you start working with 
them and studying them, you can 
see how they’re playing out both 
in one’s own life and in culture 
around us,” Matheson said.

Within some of the prints in 
the collection, Matheson utilized 
maritime imagery to use the 
ocean as a symbol of “uncon-
sciousness.”

“When you go deep into 
yourself and see what’s there, it’s 

not all pretty,” Matheson said. 
“But there’s also beauty. We can 
all perhaps wish we didn’t have 
resentments, anger and so-forth. 
It’s a mixture of beauty and not 
beauty, but the overall picture is 
beautiful.”

Clayton explained that Chrys-
alis seeks to provide these types 
of experiences to any individual 
who seeks them.

 “The idea is for it to be an 
opportunity for people to come 
from any religious or nonreligious 
or even anti-religious background 
to explore and be in community 
and expand their thinking about 
different things,” Clayton said.

Mythos: The Stories We Share

SIONA PETEROUS
Staff Writer

Local museum The Valentine 
opened its newest exhibit, “It’s All 
Relative: Richmond Families (1616 
- 2016)” to commemorate 400 years 
of Richmond history through the 
lense of family relations on Nov. 10.

“We’re about telling Richmond’s 
stories, and it’s everyone stories,” 
said David Voelkel, curator of the 
museum’s general collection. “It’s 
the famous, the infamous, but it’s 
also about every man. The people 
who don’t leave history, or artifacts 
behind.”  

Voelkel said the ultimate focus 
of the exhibit is on the dynamics of 
the word “family” and the unique 
role and history of families in 
Richmond.

“It’s especially important now, 
with the legalization of the gay 
marriage and the recent election to 
understand what family means and 
how it changes,” Voelkel said.

The exhibit begins in 1616 with 
the well-known marriage be-

tween Pocahontas, later re-named 
Rebecca, to John Rolfe in what is 
now Chesterfield, Virginia. Voelkel 
highlighted this as defining point 
in American culture, as it was the 
first interracial marriage recognized 
by the English Royal court. 

Patrons entering the exhibit will 
see a mix of interactive multimedia 
displaying the hundreds of fam-
ily photos from The Valentine’s 
archive. 

The exhibit ends with a series of 
filmed first-person interviews with 
people of various backgrounds ex-
ploring how they navigate the chal-
lenges and joys of living in the city 
after finding a home for themselves 
and their families in Richmond. 

Voelkel, alongside VCU adjunct 
professor Dana Ollestad, worked on 
the exhibit’s multimedia. Voelkel 
said it was an intentional decision 
to blend and balance multimedia 
with the traditional presentation of 
artifacts and labels seen in muse-
ums.

“This was an opportunity to 
bring in a contemporary format for 

a millennial generation who are 
more comfortable reading from 
a device rather than a traditional 
label,” Voelkel said. “Also, this can 
bring an older audience to become 
more comfortable with (technol-
ogy).”

The use of multimedia to end 
the exhibit is a gateway to discuss 
and highlight the contemporary 
Richmond families in contrast with 
those from previous eras, he said.

For example, Voelkel mentioned 
an interview with a couple who 
faced resistance to their marriage as 
an interracial, interreligious Chi-
nese and Polish-Jew couple. 

Voelkel said one of his favorite 
pieces, the death mask of Lady 
Nancy Astor, epitomizes the 
relationship between wealth and 
family. Astor was the first woman 
in British parliament, and also mar-
ried into one of the richest families 
in history, which Voelkel said gave 
her room to question the traditional 
familial structures. 

On the other hand, a paint-
ing, titled “Elisha and Joseph,” 

from circa 1935 depicts a married 
sharecropping couple who worked 
for and were painted by the Mayo 
family. Voelkel said the limited 
information on the couple captures 
Richmond’s history of slavery.

“Unless you were a rich white 
patriarch, you were subservient,” 
Voelkel said. “They built this city, 
and then they their families were 
taken away, never to see them 
again.” 

According to Voelkel,this 
intentional dissemination of slave 
families causes centuries of Black 
Americans, even post-slavery, not 
having a chance to to share the oral 
history of their families, let alone 
pass down physical artifacts of 
lineage. 

“It’s All Relative” is open until 
June 18, 2017. Voelkel said he 
hopes the exhibit will make people 
question their history: 

“I really just want to open the 
door to start more conversations,” 
Voelkel said. “We’re life long 
educators and we aim to promote 
lifelong learning.”

The Valentine museum displays nuances of family dynamics in “It’s All Relative”

This mythological, 
mytho-poetic side 
of life has really 
changed me and 
spoken to me, so 
I feel connected 
to it all when I’m 
working with 
them. 
Maragaret Matheson,
Artist

Margaret Matheson retired from a career as a scientist at 40-years-old to pursue fine art.

Gallery Features

The Valentine, located at 1015 E Clay, opened the exhibit Nov. 10.

“My Friend’s Cat Is Cute” runs 
until Dec. 11.
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Many of Chrysalis’ events 
are pay-what-you-can and 
discounted rates are given 

to students.

To find more information, 
visit their website at http://

chrysalisinstitute.org/

Gallery5 debuts RVA Preservations series, 
ACLU of Va. presents “Know Your Rights”

Nicole Killian’s art explores the intersection between 
the online world and reality. 
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JESSE ADCOCK
Spectrum Editor

The VCU Cabell First Novel-
ist Award honored author Angela 
Flournoy for her book “The Turner 
House,” on Nov. 17.

Now in its 15th year, the VCU 
Cabell First Novelist Award 
recognizes an author for significant 
literary achievement from a pool 
of more than a hundred who have 
debuted their first book in the 
preceding year.

“When we started (the First 
Novelist Award) we had this idea 
that our students would benefit 
from meeting published writers but 
also learn how it works with agents 
and editors,” said program founder 
and VCU English professor Tom 
De Haven.

Last week, Flournoy was recog-
nized at a panel discussion that ex-
plored her writing and publishing 
processes alongside her agent Ellen 
Levine and editor Jenna Johnson.

“We received close to 150 
submissions,” said committee co-
ordinator and MFA student Cade 
Varnado. “We receive many well 
written and imaginative works of 
fiction each year. It’s rare to chance 
upon a novel that is unpredictable. 

Enter ‘Turner House.’”
“The Turner House” is set in 

the city of Detroit, on the now-
fictional Yammy St. The story 
depicts the difficult decisions Viola 
and Francis Turner and their 13 
children face when a house that has 
been in their family for generations 
no longer feels livable.

“I really just wanted to write a 
story about a family with a particu-
lar history,” Flournoy said. “Real-
istically depicting the beliefs of the 
characters in the book.”  

According to Flournoy, she 
started writing the book during an 
experimental exercise while en-
rolled at the Iowa Writer’s Work-
shop. Before that point, she said 
she’d been writing short stories in 
first person narrative voice, mostly 
about her own life.

“They weren’t very good,” 
Flourney said. “It’s hard to see 
yourself.”

Levine, her agent, stopped by 
the workshop to look at the talent, 
and said she was immediately im-
pressed with the first two chapters 
of Flourney’s book.

“So right away I knew there was 
something special here,” Levine 
said. “So much energy in the book. 
I got caught up right away.”

After the workshop concluded, 
Flourney said she moved to 
Washington D.C. where she was 
teaching at community colleges 
and waiting tables. She said she 
wrote when she could, sometimes 
in notebooks on planes, trains and 
between shifts.

“I came from a loud talkative 
family,” Flourney said. “I’ve been 
delighted in generational changes 
in speech patterns and colloquial-
isms. Anytime the characters are 
having a conversation I’m having 
fun.”

Flourney, who is not a Detroit 
native, said she threw herself into 
researching the city by virtually 
treking through the streets with 
Google Street View, driving rental 
cars through the city and pouring 
over urban planning histories.

She said she stumbled upon 
Yammy St., which no longer exists, 

but had in the early 20th cen-
tury been one of the first stopping 
points for black families moving 
North.

“Oh yeah, I can make this up,” 
Flourney said. “So I started re-
searching what kind of businesses 
might’ve been there.”

Johnson, Flourney’s editor, said 
there are many ways to get books 
to readers, but the first step is to 
identify what kind of reader the 
book will appeal to and then make 
sure they find out about it.

“One of the reasons you’re so 
excited to read a first-time novel-
ist is you love to be the first person 
to talk about a book, and imagine 
the future together,” Johnson said. 
“You’re at the ground level to build 
something together.”

Recipients of The VCU Cabell 
First Novelist Award are awarded 
a $5,000 prize, and they and their 
guest speakers are compensated for 
travel expenses and their stay in 
Richmond for the event.

Cabell First Novelist Award honors
Angela Flournoy’s “The Turner House”

Artist’s spotlight

I really just wanted 
to write a story 
about a family with 
a particular history, 
realistically depict-
ing the beliefs of 
the characters in 
the book. 
Angela Flournoy
Author, “The Turner House”

“The Turner House” is a Na-
tional Book Award Finalist.

MUKTARU JALLOH
Staff Writer 

Local RVA rapper Noah-O 
will be releasing his third studio 
album, ”The Rain,” on Thanks-
giving Day this week. 

Thematically centered around 
its title, Noah-O said the album 
reflects growth as an artist and 
a man. 

With his candid and intro-
spective lyrics, Noah-O's said 
his music has been therapeutic, 
rapping about his life struggles 
and successes. With this album, 
he said he decided to take it a 
step further and tackle societal 
issues. 

Noah described the album as 
the second-phase of a three-part 
conundrum, in which this is the 
part of the world having to deal 
with its issues and problems 
head on. 

"I would consider myself a 
conscious rapper,” Noah-O said. 
“It's all about how you interpret 
the term."

Pulling from personal 
experiences and tribulations, 
Noah-O’s music is a mix of both 
autobiography and storytelling. 
Growing up in the inner city, 

he said it wasn't always easy for 
his family, especially during the 
80's drug era. 

"I have a unique story,” 
Noah-O said. “It's authentic 
so I think people can relate 
because of it."

Originally from the San 
Francisco, Noah-O relocated 
to Richmond in the ‘90s and 
has been pursuing a career in 
rap since. Becoming a constant 
fixture in the Richmond rap 
scene, Noah-O said he built 
relationships with area legends 
DJ Lonnie B & rapper Mad 
Skillz decades ago. Noah-O 
believes his age and longevity 
set him apart from most of the 
areas rappers. 

With so much knowledge 
and wisdom in the game, Noah-
O said he also embraces the new 
up-and-coming MCs in the 
area, supporting the new and 
rebellious generation.

"The thing I bring that oth-
ers don't is consistency,” Noah-
O said. “I've been doing this for 
a while and have dedicated my 
life to it." 

Unlike other genres, Noah-
O said Hip-Hop has never 
embraced nor celebrated age 

in the culture. However, Noah 
hopes to reverse this notion as 
his career continues to evolve.

With this project, Noah-O 
introduces himself revamped 
and refreshed. With a new 
manager, the album's roll out 
features some cool ideas and 
opportunities for his fans, 
including pop stores, album 
merchandise and vinyl copies of 
“The Rain,” which will be out 
next year. There will also be a 
music video for each song on 
the album. 

Inspired by West Coast 
gangsta rap such as Nas, JAY Z, 
Gang Starr and more, Noah-O 
grew up during Rap's Golden 
Era and has been rapping for 
over two decades. With his 
project, he said he proves that 
he's as sharp as he's ever been. 

In addition to the album roll 
out, Noah-O also has his sights 
set on touring, nationally and 
internationally next year. 

"I definitely wanna hit 
overseas, especially Europe,” 
Noah-O said. “I need to touch 
the people with this album."

A charged-up Noah-O sees new bounds with “The Rain”

Noah-O has been creating music out of Richmond for more than two decades. 
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To view previous 
winners or to submit 
a novel, visit http://

www.firstnovelist.vcu.
edu/

“The Rain” releases on 
iTunes Nov. 24. 

SIONA PETEROUS
Staff Writer

Students and staff walking toward the VCU Commons probably in-
terrupted their daily routine to stare at bright fluorescent pink yarn atop 
a large circular enclosure made of multiple poles in the field in front of 
James Branch Cabell Library last week.

From Thursday, Nov. 17 to Sunday, Nov. 20 VCU’s Department of 
Psychology and Division for Inclusive Excellence teamed up with the 
Unity Project for an interactive public arts installation. The Unity Proj-
ect was started in Northern Virginia in June 2016 in order to counter 
the pessimistic and decisive rhetoric of American politics during the 
2016 Presidential Election Cycle. 

Mary Beth Heller, Director of VCU’s Center for Psychological 
Services and Development, said she got the idea to bring Unity to VCU 
after she saw the installation being done in Northern Virginia. 

“We hadn’t gone out looking for an interactive tangible project,” 
Heller said. “When we saw this, we knew it was VCU needed.” 

In a few short months the Unity Project has been replicated across 
America, Australia, Canada, Costa Rica, India, Indonesia, Japan, New 

Zealand United Arab Emirates  and parts of Europe. . 
Participants connect the yarn around each pole which they identify 

with and in turn, the public arts project symbolizes the shared similari-
ties among people despite the current political tension.

The 32 polls each have an identifying label. Among them are “I’m 
a survivor,” “I identify as LGBTQIA,” “I work more than one job,” “I 
don’t identify with a political party right now.” One of the identifiers 
remains blank for participants to fill in an aspect of their own identity 
which hasn’t already been listed.

Heller said she was encouraged by friends and it was approved 
within a few days by Stacey Maples, the Psychology Department’s 
Director of Operations.

Heller and Maples alongside Jennifer Elswick, Special Projects 
and Communications Coordinator of the Psychology Department and 
Deana Buck, the Principal Investigator of VCU’s Integrated Training 
Collaborative, spearheaded the Unity Project at VCU. 

In keeping with the theme of Unity’s message, the project soon 
became an inclusive effort with nearly 70 volunteers, as well as support 
from Vice President of Student Affairs Charles Klink, VCU President 
Michael Rao and VCU Police Chief John Venuti, who offered a police 

presence around the instillation overnight to ensure it isn’t vandalized 
in anyway.

“We originally tried to have this earlier, but it didn’t work out.” 
Heller said. “In hindsight,  because of how increasingly uglier the elec-
tion got and increasingly more decisive things got, this just ended up 
being the perfect time.”

Students like Molly Blemker said they appreciated the installation.
“I’m a member of the LGBTQ community and this promotes diver-

sity and inclusion,” Blemker said. “In light of what’s happening in the 
world right now, I just think this is really important.” 

VCU student Jon Eugenio said this was an efficient and important 
project because of it’s simplicity.

“Life is so fragile, and we’re all connected in some way,” Eugenio 
said. “This makes you think about who you are.”

Ultimately, the team who put Unity Project together hopes to help 
VCU move forward as America navigates the next few months of po-
litical transitions.

“We need a place to heal.” Heller said,  “People are disoriented and 
this is helping reorient everyone, including myself.”

 VCU brings 
 Unity to the crux
 of campus 
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One identifer remains blank, so that passersby can fill in pieces of their own identity.

Life is so fragile, 
and we’re all 
connected in some 
way. This makes 
you think about 
who you are. 
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opinion “India has embraced the hardship of exchanging their notes 
in the hopes of flushing out tax evaders and fighting the age-
old problem of corruption.” —Sriteja Yedhara

Quote of the week

Modi’s colossal fight against 
corruption in India

Dear Editor:

On Nov. 8, the most dangerous political candi-
date in American history was elected to the office 
of President.

One week later, Steve Bannon — a known anti-
semite and the Minister of Truth for the alt-right — 
is now senior advisor to the most powerful person 
on the planet.

Meanwhile, a man who wants to force shock 
therapy on gay children is the Vice President.

When the first post-election issue of The Com-
monwealth Times was released, I flipped imme-
diately to the Opinion section hoping to find an 
editorial on any of these wannabe despots. Finding 
none, I then hoped for an intelligent postmortem 
on the election, or even any meaningful editorial 
response whatsoever to this national implosion.

I suppose I expected too much from The Com-
monwealth Times.

The centerpiece of the Nov. 14 Opinion section 
of the student newspaper was not about Trump, 
Bannon, or Pence. Nor was it about the election 
specifically.

It was about who The Commonwealth Times ap-
parently believes to be the true opponent of liberal 
democracy this week — Curt Autry.

After students shut down an interstate for sev-
eral hours in protest of Trump’s election, Curt Autry 
posted on Facebook that this action showed “stu-
pidity.” In response, The Commonwealth Times 

published a hit piece on Autry.
As Trump establishes himself as Caligula with an 

iPhone, the “liberal” opinion writers for The Com-
monwealth Times cannot help but to defend the 
true victims of Election 2016 — the hurt feelings of 
VCU students.

The article titled “My way and the highway: Re-
sponse to NBC 12’s Curt Autry” — complete with 
illustration — is an eye-catching monument to the 
misplaced priorities of campus liberalism.

The irony of the title should be lost on no one — 
Autry’s “my way or the highway” attitude is mir-
rored nowhere better than in the editorial pages of 
The Commonwealth Times.

As if to restrain itself from approaching an actual 
argument, the article continuously dissolves into a 
hit piece on the popular NBC 12 news anchor. The 
article accuses Autry of “unethical” behavior for 
sharing his opinion on social media.

The article continues: “Your entire career is 
based on neutrality and yet you still spew your own 
judgments all over social media.” I wonder if The 
Commonwealth Times monitors the social media 
accounts of all of their news writers. I suspect 
if they did, they would find a plethora of publicly 
shared opinions — but mostly, they would discover 
their own hypocrisy.

The Commonwealth Times even insists that if 
Autry is so easily offended, he must have a very 
weak stomach. The irony here is palpable.

The article then proceeds to claim that shutting 
down a major highway is protected under our first 

amendment right to protest. This shows a misun-
derstanding of free speech rivaled only by the aver-
age Trump zealot. 

The article concludes by insisting that VCU stu-
dents exhibited “maturity” when shutting down a 
highway, and that our generation “never ceases to 
advocate for open-minded and progressive ideol-
ogy.”

I wonder what definition of “open-minded” is be-
ing used here. I doubt it’s a consistent one.

I also wonder why this generation of supposedly 
ceaseless progressive advocates cannot actually be 
bothered to show up to vote at rates over 50 per-
cent when it matters the most. 

Seven months ago, The Commonwealth Times 
published it’s first staff editorial of this year. The 
subject of this editorial was to attack Hillary Clinton 
and imply that she is racist.

Unfortunately, this was a very popular opinion at 
that time on college campuses. Before the prima-
ries began, half of millennials viewed Hillary Clinton 
favorably.

After the primary — and after hit pieces like 
the one published by The Commonwealth Times 
— Hillary Clinton’s approval among millennials 
dropped by 20 points. 

If The Commonwealth Times is so eager to hunt 
for opponents of liberalism; perhaps they should 
start at their own editorial office.

Brandon Clarkson

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

ILLUSTRATION BY CARSON MCNAMARA

SRITEJA YEDHARA
Contributing Columnist

For the first time since the country 
gained independence as its own demo-
cratic nation, the prime minister of India 
has implemented drastic and necessary 
measures to fight the country’s rampant 
corruption. 

In early November, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi delivered a 40-minute 
speech introducing the rattling change 
to Indian currency. Modi outlined that 
500 rupee notes (approximately $7 
U.S.) and 1,000 rupee notes (approxi-
mately $15 U.S.) of Indian currency 
will, overnight, no longer be legal 
tender. The prime minister also stated 
those who possess the newly-banned 
rupee notes could visit banks to ex-
change for smaller notes or the new 500 
and 2,000 rupee notes. 

Much of India has not only accepted 
this drastic measure in the fight against 
corruption, but also supported it in 
raves. Modi made it as clear as possible 
in his reveal speech that the targets of 
this law will be the rich, not the middle 
or the lower classes.

Modi outlined this plan was — 
most importantly — an effort to 
devalue “black money.” Black money 
is cash the owner has not payed taxes 
on and therefore does not show as 
income or is simply obtained illegally. 
The Institute for the Study of Labor 
reports black money constitutes be-
tween 21 and 26 percent of the Indian 
GDP — a huge problem.

Modi continued on to reassure 
Indian citizens that terrorism would 
also be severely affected by the mon-
etary changes. 

The Economic Times reported that 
Rajnath Singh, the Home Minister of 
India, stated this is, in fact, an attack on 
terrorism. Terrorist groups throughout 
India have been found to use fake 500 

and 1,000 rupee notes printed in Paki-
stan to fund their ventures. 

Though the original action received 
acclaim from the populace, the country 
suffered from inevitable logistic issues. 
In the first few days, many ATMs were 
unusable, as they had to be fitted with 
the new 500 and 2,000 rupee bills. 

Many have flocked to banks to 
exchange their now-worthless notes, en-
during lines that took nearly 4-5 hours 
to exchange the max amount of 2,000 
rupees (which will increase to 4,000 
rupees on Nov. 24). 

Since the first week of this measure’s 
implementation, sources have reported 
significantly decreased bank and ATM 
line lengths. 

If one has a large sum of cash on 
hand for any explainable reason: wed-
dings, hospital bills, business reasons, 
etc., they must exchange their money 
or redeposit it into their bank accounts 
by Dec. 30. 

The middle class and upper middle 
class are largely unaffected by this ban-
ning due to the fact that they use the 
banking system to store their money, 
and are not keeping much cash at any 
given time. The poor, on the other hand, 
have suffered from the fiscal changes. 

Poor Indian citizens tend to keep 
their small fortunes in their homes, in 
cash, and for those living rurally, it is 
difficult to travel to banks or ATMs due 
to transportation and cost-related rea-
sons. If they are able to reach an ATM 

or bank, they will have to wait in line 
for multiple days to exchange the full 
amount if it surpasses 2,000 rupees. 

Aside from horror stories of elderly 
citizens who died while waiting in 
line to exchange cash and citizens 
who committed suicide for reasons 
related to the rupee ban, the country 
stands behind its decision. India has 
embraced the hardship of exchanging 
their notes in the hopes of flushing out 
tax evaders and fighting the age-old 
problem of corruption.  

There are some predicaments for the 
everyday person during this change, but 
the positives are incomparable; especial-
ly for the government, and ultimately, 
for its people. 

Firstly, there are a large number 
of fake 500 and 1,000 rupee notes in 

circulation (estimated to be in millions); 
these notes will now be entirely worth-
less, saving the government a large sum 
of money. Secondly, those with large 
amounts of black money will not be able 
to exchange their cash; this will reel in 
millions for the Indian government. 

According to BBC, Bill Gates 
views Prime Minister Modi’s move as 
bold but important in order for India’s 
society to move away from the black 
market economy and toward creating a 
more transparent economy. Gates also 
projected India will become the world’s 
most digitized economy in years to 
come, and that this move will directly 
aid that progress.

India’s economy is mostly cash-driv-
en, with most of the country handling 
their everyday purchases in cash. This 
accounts for the majority of the cash 
flow in the country, making said trans-
actions practically untraceable. 

Now, many are forced to deposit their 
money in banks, which will increase 
cash flow within the banking system. 
This has already proved monumental as 
interest rates are dropping nationwide. 
Economists are projecting the rupee 
banning will lead to a growth in the 
GDP and provide banks with increased 
lending power.

The prime minister explained a 
change as drastic as the rupee ban 
required secret planning for nearly the 
past 2 years in an effort to keep it hidden 
from members of the Indian government 

and parliament — seeing as many mem-
bers are holders of black money them-
selves. Prime Minister Modi promised 
the ban is only the first of many more 
anti-corruption measures to be taken in 
the country’s future. 

News outlets have mainly reported 
on the negative effects the Indian citi-
zens have experienced and proposed the 
transition would have gone smoother 
had the banks been notified earlier than 
they were. 

Considering the level of secrecy 
required for the prime minister to 
execute this action, this is a ridiculous 
proposition. India Today reported the 
prime minister worked closely with 
the Reserve Bank of India’s Governor, 
Urjit Patel (the equivalent of the United 
States Governments’ Janet Yellen). 

India’s current situation calls for 
citizens to truly show their patriotism 
through action. We live in an age when 
patriotism is equivalent to sharing a post 
on Facebook; but it is now time for all 
Indians to stand behind Prime Minister 
Modi’s action that required an incred-
ible amount of guts, planning and cour-
age to implement. 

Modi has, almost single-handedly, 
sent corrupt politicians, government 
workers and holders of black money into 
a frantic panic. This is beyond com-
mendable.

Though this plan is not without 
its execution faults, the citizens of 
India have poured in their praise for 
the radical, but necessary measure of 
demonetizing these notes. In the long 
run, Modi’s actions are projected to 
have more of an effect on black money 
and the black market economy than 
any other anti-corruption method 
implemented in Indian history. 

This theatrical measure will change 
the Indian economy in more-than-
subtle ways in the near future. 

India’s current 
situation calls for 
citizens to truly show 
their patriotism 
through action.
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ADD YOUR VOICE
The opinion pages of
The Commonwealth Times are a 
forum open to the public. 

Clear, concise and compelling 
contributions are welcome 
by email at fialke@
commonwealthtimes.org, by mail 
or in person at 817 W. Broad St., 
Richmond, Va. 23220-2806. 

The Commonwealth Times strives to 
be accurate in gathering news. If you 
think we have made an error, please 
email editor@commonwealthtimes.
org.

Corrections will appear on the Opinion 
page or online at 
www.commonwealthtimes.org.

Opinions expressed are those of 
individual writers and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of 
The Commonwealth Times or Virginia 
Commonwealth University.

Unsigned editorials represent the 
institutional opinion of The CT.
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