
 
 

The “Schwarzfahrer” 
 

Paul Outlaw. That sounds like anger, 
like protest, like Malcolm X. In fact, 
it's a middle name borne by 
members of Paul Outlaw’s family, 
most recently his grandmother and 
brother. A name derived from white 
ancestors. White ancestors? “Every 
black person in the US has white 
people somewhere in his lineage. 
That is a result of white slave owners 
raping black women.” 
 
Black, white, colored, brown and 
African-American are terms that Paul 
Outlaw juggles like balls. In the 
course of his one-man show Here Be 
Dragons, he strips off layer after 
layer of clothing until he’s able to 
demonstrate on his own upper body 
the black/white mixture that makes 
up his family: father with skin as dark 
as his belly; sister and brothers 
different shades starting at the inside 
of the forearms; nieces and nephews 
as light-skinned as his palms. With 
himself as the starting point, Outlaw 
draws wider and wider circles — 
beyond his family, beyond the 

American continent, all the way to 
Europe. 
 
Originally, the piece was designed as 
an homage to James Baldwin, with 
whom Paul Outlaw has many 
connections: nationality, skin color, 
self-imposed exile in Europe, 
homosexuality. However, since he 
was denied permission to perform 
his planned adaptation of Baldwin’s 
original material, Outlaw decided to 
delve into the corners of his own 
experiences. Here Be Dragons is a 
work-in-progress, the pet project he 
constantly modifies and expands. A 
protest piece? Of course. Anyone 
who is black and gay will not be 
telling some sunny story of open 
arms and tolerant people. 
 
But there is nothing violent about 
this protest. Outlaw, who was "too 
skinny, too smart, too strange" as a 
teenager and would have liked to 
hide behind a huge pair of 
eyeglasses,” is an elegant 
intellectual, amazingly boyish at 



almost forty. It takes a little while 
before he loosens up in 
conversation, but then he stretches 
his long, slender limbs across 
several theatre seats and blows 
perfect smoke rings into the air. 
Even while discussing racism and 
homophobia — the two forms of 
intolerance he is constantly exposed 
to—Outlaw exudes no aggression. 
One understands why Pepe 
Danquart wanted to cast him in 
Schwarzfahrer (Black Rider), the 
legendary short film which won the 
Berlin-based director a 1993 Oscar. 
Paul Outlaw starred in that movie 
about a black man riding a tram who 
patiently endures the racist tirades of 
an old lady and the silent inattention 
of the other passengers until he sees 
a chance for revenge: right before 
their tickets are inspected, he 
snatches the woman’s ticket from 
her hand and eats it. 
 
Paul Outlaw used the success of 
Schwarzfahrer as a springboard 
back to his homeland. At the time, 
the native New Yorker had lived in 
Berlin for almost ten years, singing in 
bands and performing theatre (as a 
founding member of the Berlin 
Playactors, for example). He arrived 
here in 1983 just to do a number of 
performances, but three months in 
Berlin became a year, after which he 

no longer felt comfortable in the US: 
with Ronald Reagan in power, the 
gap between the poor and the rich 
had deepened. By comparison, 
West-Berlin, on the other hand — 
and Kreuzberg in particular — was 
still an island of multiculturalism. 
Outlaw is one of the people who felt 
more comfortable here during the 
Wall era—it’s no wonder, given the 
sudden rise in xenophobia after 
reunification. 
 
Although he has been living and 
working in New York again for four 
years, Paul Outlaw remains 
connected to Berlin. This visit is not 
only about his performances at 
Friends of Italian Opera, since he is 
also hosting this year's Teddy 
Awards post-ceremony show. He’s 
on home turf here. And the fact that 
this year’s awards for gay and 
lesbian Berlinale entries are being 
presented on a larger scale for the 
first time, at the Haus der Kulturen 
der Welt, makes it all the more 
exciting. 
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