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Dedication

For you, reader, may your life be a poem and remember . . .
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Epigraph
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Folklore is the boiled-down juice, or pot-likker, of human living.

—Zora Neale Hurston
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Introduction

Poemhood: Our Black Revival is a celebration—a homage to the beauty and musicality of Black poetry, folklore, and history. We often hear stories about Zeus, Hades, Rapunzel, or Cinderella, and nothing about Anansi, Adze, or John Henry, the man who hammered through a mountain faster than a drill. This exclusivity of story is also found in the poetry that is taught; Robert Frost and Edgar Allan Poe are “serious” poets who must be included in all curricula. We see these discrepancies in how “valuable” certain genres of music are—Bob Dylan is a poet, and Tupac was just making a bunch of noise. Black art, Black music, and Black culture are not given their flowers, and Poemhood: Our Black Revival attempts to highlight the brilliance and diversity of the Black experience.

This collection also lights a candle to and for the brilliant Black poets who are now ancestors. By placing poems written sixty years ago beside poems written today, words are able to reach across time and converse on the page. Poemhood: Our Black Revival weaves together a patchwork quilt of poetry that highlights and celebrates the Black experience—old and new.

These poets and poems speak to the eclectic Black experience and emphasize how it is not a monolithic culture, as is often taught in schools. In fact, it is quite the opposite; Black culture is vast—it stretches longer than the Nile and is four times as deep. Black experiences and traditions are complex, varied, and striking. Black people carry more than just unimaginable pain—there is also joy, laughter, and swagger.

Zora Neale Hurston once said, “Folklore is the arts of the people before they find out that there is any such thing as art.” Indeed, for Black people, the oral tradition has always been a treasured art. It is widely known that the oral tradition predates the written word by thousands of years. For centuries, songs, stories, chants, and folktales were the primary tools used to remember and record African history.

In the 1500s, many Africans were stolen from their homelands and transported to the Americas, where they were enslaved and stripped of their traditions. Many of these enslaved people were not permitted to learn to read or write. It is because of their stories that we know much of what they endured. Their firsthand accounts, folklore, fairy tales, and old wives’ tales were preserved because the oral tradition traveled across the ocean and took root in the New World. Many truths about the horrors of chattel slavery in the United States would have been forgotten in the retelling of history if it were not for the stories African Americans passed down from generation to generation. African American folklore, fairy tales, and old wives’ tales are an important piece of the puzzle when attempting to document African American history in the United States accurately.

African American folklore is unique because it is constantly balancing African traditions experienced within a Eurocentric environment—there is a duality to it that remembers and reinvents. Some traditions and thoughts stay firm, though—the importance of water, community, and animals as symbols is seen in both African and African American folklore. Conversely, only in African American folklore do we see the retelling of biblical tales and images of African Americans sprouting wings and flying across the Atlantic.

Our goal with this anthology is to show it all—the devil at the crossroads, Orishas, hoodoo, pain, joy, frustration, community, and, most of all, at the center of every folktale—a universal truth. Too often Black narratives are called not literary because the magical aspects in them do not fit the Eurocentric mold for what is literary. Writers like Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, Zora Neale Hurston, Lucille Clifton, and many more refused to fit in the box made by western society. Instead, they sawed out of the box and went walking into open pastures of possibility—they would not be silenced, and magic made their words glitter on the page.

What does a mermaid look like? If we simply relied on Eurocentric folklore and myth, which we usually do, a mermaid must have long flowing hair, pale skin, and giant blue eyes. Princesses are always locked away and need saving or protecting. These narratives never include Black folklore or African stories that are older than time, but Poemhood: Our Black Revival invites young adults into this lush world of folklore and the Black experience.

In this anthology, poets spanning generations lovingly reflect, inspect, comment, and retell many Black folktales. The poems remember and talk with the poems of those who came before, while offering fresh perspectives on current events. Poemhood: Our Black Revival is a lush collection of stories and experiences, and, of course, there are a few ghosts haunting the pages because, in Black culture, ancestors are ever present—their strength and legacy guide us long after they are gone.

Each poem will be accompanied by an outro, which serves to provide additional information and context for the poem’s historical positioning and/or its creation.
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Young Afrikans

Gwendolyn Brooks

of the furious

Who take Today and jerk it out of joint

have made new underpinnings and a Head.

Blacktime is time for chimeful

poemhood

but they decree a

jagged chiming now.

If there are flowers flowers

must come out to the road. Rowdy!—

knowing where wheels and people are,

knowing where whips and screams are,

knowing where deaths are, where the kind kills are.

As for that other kind of kindness,

if there is milk it must be mindful.

The milkofhumankindness must be mindful

as wily wines.

Must be fine fury.

Must be mega, must be main.

Taking Today (to jerk it out of joint)

the hardheroic maim the

leechlike-as-usual who use,

adhere to, carp, and harm.

And they await,

across the Changes and the spiraling dead,

our Black revival, our Black vinegar,

our hands, and our hot blood.
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We die. That may be the meaning of life. But we do language. That may be the measure of our lives.

—Toni Morrison

[image: image]


Track 1: Power

Audre Lorde

The difference between poetry and rhetoric

is being ready to kill

yourself

instead of your children.

I am trapped on a desert of raw gunshot wounds

and a dead child dragging his shattered black

face off the edge of my sleep

blood from his punctured cheeks and shoulders

is the only liquid for miles

and my stomach

churns at the imagined taste while

my mouth splits into dry lips

without loyalty or reason

thirsting for the wetness of his blood

as it sinks into the whiteness

of the desert where I am lost

without imagery or magic

trying to make power out of hatred and destruction

trying to heal my dying son with kisses

only the sun will bleach his bones quicker.

A policeman who shot down a ten year old in Queens

stood over the boy with his cop shoes in childish blood

and a voice said “Die you little motherfucker” and

there are tapes to prove it. At his trial

this policeman said in his own defense

“I didn’t notice the size nor nothing else

only the color”. And

there are tapes to prove that, too.

Today that 37 year old white man

with 13 years of police forcing

was set free

by eleven white men who said they were satisfied

justice had been done

and one Black Woman who said

“They convinced me” meaning

they had dragged her 4'10" black Woman’s frame

over the hot coals

of four centuries of white male approval

until she let go
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