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BARAKA'S TRUTH

by Marlon B. Ross

I am consistently trying to hold on to the truth, and the truth ought

to be valuable to anybody, regardless of race or nationality. . . . The

truth is concrete and it can be used; it must be used by everybody.
—Amiri Baraka, Conversations with Amiri Baraka

When | prst came across these words in Maya Angelouds 1993 interview with Baraka,
| was puzzled because this version of the truth did not match my own version of the truth
about Amiri Baraka, who he is (still canit put him in the past tense yet) and who he had
become. | expected Barakais approach to a notion of truth to be less familiar, less routine
even. | expected him to blast the truth as a phantasm of the Western empire. Instead, he
proceeds to connect the truth with ademand for objectivity and the real. These words come
in response to Angelouis question about how Baraka handles 0the multi-racial classroomé
as 0a professor at a university.6 In the ellipsis above, Baraka says, 0lf there are people in
my classrooms who donit understand that, thatis part of why they need educating. They
need to understand the truth is exactly that: what is objective? what is real?6 (Conversations
261). When | say omy version of the truth about Baraka,6 | mean that relatively pxed set
of expectations that you tend to establish about an author whom you re-read attentively;
whom you teach year in and year out; whom you read about in various media; whom
your students, after returning from a poetry reading or lecture with him at your university,
report back as being ojust like he seems when you read about him in books.¢ It is a truism
of traditional literary criticism that great writers not only demand constant re-reading,
that they also compel constant re-interpretation. The giants of literature, | was taught as a
student, transform us and, as we encounter them in texts, track our own intellectual and
emotional evolution as moral persons engaged with the world around us. Not knowing
whether that truism holds true or not, | do think that Baraka—Ilike most literary giants—is
usually notinterpreted or taught according to this narrative of the readeris developmental
transformation. When | think of Baraka, the canonical Baraka, which is after all the only
true Baraka we now have, | think of a writer pxed within a narrative of his own unwaver-
ing development to become who he had set out to be. With much embarrassment, | must
admit that | have taught Baraka as a settled truth—not so much that | could deliver the
pnal truth about what he means when he writes, but that his person, his identity, promises
such a pnal truth deliverable by intentioned study. Barakais response to the multicultural
classroom in the Angelou interview unsettled me a bit because | had imagined Baraka
as a teacher verbally throttling his students into conscious alarm the same way he had
throttled me into something like alarmed consciousness as a reader. Who is/was this other
Baraka—the one asking for or after the truth, followed up with dwhat is objective? what
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is real?6? Baraka the teacher is/was, no doubt, not quite the same Baraka who showed
up in my books and over my t.v. and computer screens.

I think that the more a writer develops or is cast through a larger-than-life public per-
sona, and certainly Baraka from early on acquired such, the more the truth about him or
her is assumed to be settled, answerable. Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, Langston
Hughes, James Baldwin, Angela Davis immediately come to mind. (That such a list would
no doubt render more men than women bespeaks the nature of what historically has been
deemed olarger-than-life6 and the gendered condition of what has constituted the public.)
We come to know them as much on the public stage of the world as through the texts that
they produce. The over-settlement of Barakais truth derives also from a certain declara-
tory and declamatory swagger not only in much of his poetry and prose but also in the
way he presented (I guess | must relent to past tense) and represented himself to us off
the page, in the everyday oreal.6 Baraka seemed to interact with his readers and with the
world as though he could be certain of the fundamentals that motivated his writing and
his activism. Even as our collective narrative about him has enfolded a deep capacity for
changing his mind about the truth of those fundamentals, we have needed to entrench that
development in a pxed structure of natural becoming. After all, how else could we even
begin to approach the prolipc, pery, protean, ranging genius that we call Amiri Baraka?

Like many other literary scholars, | was at the Modern Language Association when |
heard about his passing. | was thrown off-guard, because | expected him to outlive his
gathering yearsii to become as immortally pxed as my version of him that | read into texts
and projected into his media appearances. | was scheduled to start my spring term course
in oCritical Race Theoryd with some Baraka readings, but his passing, his failure to be
corporeally immortal, threw me for a loop. Do you talk about the dead in the same way
you talk about the living? Do you forgo a certain irreverencefi a tendency to pontipcate
and speculatefi about his words pxed in print? Do you treat the one who has so recently,
so freshly, been a contemporary—even if a giant contemporary—now like an ancestor,
with deep reverence, summoning a more ghostly presence? | found myself speaking in
hushed tones—as though the classroom were haunted—rather than in my usual interroga-
tive, even devilish mode, taking whatever stand required to nudge my students toward
claripcation and decidedness where they are befuddled and, contrarily, toward puzzlement
and undecidedness where they think theyive arrived at intellectual or moral certainty. If
my teaching now had turned so precipitously reverent, perhaps my teaching before had
been too precipitously knowing about Barakais truth. Perhaps | needed to summon Baraka
afresh, bracketing the encrusted narratives and projections about the truth he delivers, the
truth he needed to become. Being unsettled by Barakais passing, | began to consider how
essential a voice he had already been, how his writing had helped to px my own sense of
development, and how I, perhaps too facilely, had needed to make him an ancestor—a
larger-than-living legendfi even while he was still breathing pre, and changing his mind,
and writing the future out of the past.

Likeanother cluster of male writerswhose legacy Barakainherited and revised—Hughes,
Wright, Baldwin—the extraordinary literary success of his youth encouraged his readers
and critics to assume a pxed decline in the later work. This is another of those narratives of
genius that we install to keep our literary giants closely at bay. Because Baraka calls them
as he sees themfi shoots at long-range from the shoulder rather than merely with a pistol
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from the hip, so to speakfi we are even more predisposed to enforce a pxed narrative of
his natural development into necessary decline. Our insistence on pxing Baraka through
the public persona of his declamatory swagger is certainly understandable. Despite the
exhilarating array of forms, modes, and techniques Baraka practices in his poetry, for in-
stance, there is an astonishing consistency of address and style across his career. We can
hear in his in/famous poem on the 9/11 terrorist attacks the same relentless, accusatory
voice that we heard in his celebrated 1965 manifesto, 0Black Artd:

Who do Tom Ass Clarence Work for
Who doo doo come out the Colonis mouth
Who know what kind of Skeeza is a Condoleeza
Who pay Connelly to be a wooden negro
Who give Genius Awards to Homo Locus
Subsidere
(6Somebody Blew Up Americad)

The same use of ad hominem (or more precisely, the street Dozens which he says inyuenced
him deeply); the same use of apposition, asyndeton, and anaphora; the same kind of vulgar
punning; the same racially-riven humorous invective; the same embattled relation to the
reader through a satirized target; the same bolekaja address; all capped by a phrase that
throttles us into another linguistic dimension, in this case 0Homo Locus /7 Subsidere.d
Just in case we forgot that Latin is one of the black arts. Barakais mojo did not rely so
much on seduction as on coercion, exclamatory denunciations, and yet extraordinarily
aesthetically gratifying. And yet he could be grippingly tender at the same time. 0We are
beautiful people,6 he writes in 0Ka iBad:

with african imaginations

full of masks and dances and swelling chants

with african eyes, and noses, and arms

though we sprawl in grey chains in a place

full of winters, when what we want is sun.
(0Ka 0Bad)

He often shifts from mean accusation to incantatory intonations in a single breath. 0Ka
iBad maneuvers us toward a bewitching closure: 0We need magic / now we need the
spells, to raise up / return, destroy, and create.6 The poetic script of 6Somebody Blew
Up,6 and Barakais breathtaking oral performance of it, is not the same in 1965 as in 2001.
Like a professional ice-skater who has so crafted his moves over decades that he no longer
fears leaping into a fall but instead falling into a leap, the frustrated anger of 6Somebody
Blew Upo is practiced rather than tested, but is no less oreald for all that. In fact, reading
the 2001 poem against the 1965 ones is like visiting the scene of a crimefi or in the case of
0Somebody Blew Up¢ the scene of an interminable catalogue of racist crimes. Even more
than the groundbreaking manifesto 0Black Art6 he wrote pfty years ago, in the 2001 poem
we are assured that the leaps will land safely, even though the bones seem a bit more brittle,
the gestures a bit more predictable. Knowing the past Baraka causes us to read him into
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the present Baraka, even when there are subtle or salient differences between the two.
Despite the familiarity of his moves in 2001, we fear that the ice will break as he skates so
skillfully across it with inyammatory words.

We often attribute Barakafs idea of the weaponry of wordsfi what William J. Harris
in his essay here calls his dbeautiful depance6fi to his Black Nationalist agenda, but in
the interview with Angelou, he complicates this notion by reference to an earlier Baraka,
a young boy on the Newark streets. 0Where | grew up, there were a lot of people who
would walk all over you, and | discovered that, if you could give them a simple exposi-
tory sentence, you could keep them away from you for at least a minute6 (Conversations
260). Perhaps we too often fail to see that skinny boy scrambling for words to stave off a
pght in the master of cutting invective. The vulnerable kid resides in the forceful man of
words, as Kimberly Benston observes in his reyection here: 0That is perhaps why I sensed
in his work from prst to last something of the child, though a child with a very old soul,
a specter of his best self, striving ever to will us with him into a liberated future, to begin
again by coming back to that place of beginning that still haunts us . . .6 One truth about
Baraka that could stand more probing concerns our emphasis on word mastery—what
other skill would a poet have?fi as though words were an end in themselves. 0All those
things you just referred to existed before the word. The rhythms existed, the colors existed,
even the feeling, the sound, the syllable, the vowel, the utterance. The word is the last
thing to emerge,6 Baraka observes in the Angelou interview. His poetry is a search for the
truthfi objectivity, realityii beyond and before the word. dYou can feel the emotion before
you even know what that emotion is going to make you say6 (Conversations 261). What
makes Baraka say what he does is most surely emotion at work in, as well as before, the
word, and the impact of that word reverberates with the emotion that prst commanded
the desire to speak.

We have gathered here some of the most prominent interpreters of Barakais many
truths to offer up not so much parting words as words of departure, words of dis/embar-
kation. For our acknowledging of Barakads passing into the ancestral must also be words
of his continual return to us through his art. We have an interview with Ntozake Shange,
whose drama, poetry, pction, and criticism have engaged a long, fruitful dialogue with
Barakais, and whose creative work continues to speak to us like a virtuosic solo against
the chorus of the ancestors, now including especially ancestor Baraka. We have William
J. Harris—certainly one of the preeminent scholars on Baraka, editor of The LeRoi Jones/
Amiri Baraka Reader, and a poet in his own righti meditating on Barakas outand gone. We
have Kimberly Benston, one of the prst scholars to write a book on Baraka, whose ongo-
ing engagement with Baraka has borne stunning and inyuential insights for every reader;
Benstonis poignant reyection on his own prst encounters with Barakais work elicits for us
now the exhilaration of such prst sightings and captures how, in Bentsonis words, oreality
could be transfused with rich cultural implication only if pressed forward by art.6 We have
Margo Crawford, a leading young scholar of this generation offering exciting new ideas
about Baraka and fulplling the promise of Barakais assured futurity as an ancestor. In her
eloquent tribute here, she joins that unending jam session that Barakais work sustains, and
she observes how 0Baraka teaches us how to hear whispers and humsd even as he wakens
us with alarm. Obviously, these are not intended to be the last words on Baraka. In the
time-honored practice of our foreparents, these tributary reyections are merely intended
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to mark a particular passage, from the yesh to something yet to be known, a home-going
over the River Jordan. In the pages of Callaloo and its sibling journals, Barakais name is
sure to be hailed for decades to come, the traces of his voice invoked, his utterances re-read
and re-interpreted, and his truth revisited and revised, untethered, and retethered for suc-
ceeding generations. From a singular voice, his many truths will continue to be spoken.
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BARAKA'S JAM SESSION
On the Limits of Any Attempt to Collect Black Aesthetics Unbound

by Margo Natalie Crawford

He was our jam session.
—Eleanor Traylor, Howard University Tribute to Amiri Baraka

Amiri Baraka knew that black art and culture is often framed and collected by forces
that crush the people who produce the art and culture. He hated that theft and warned
about the future “dis/Zimaging.” In his short story “Heathen Technology at the End of
the Twentieth Century,” in Tales of the Out & the Gone (2007), Baraka predicts that the ap-
propriation and distortion of black aesthetics will become even more heightened as time
passes. In this science pction story, Baraka imagines a certain apocalypse that includes the
“dis/imaging” of people, a type of mind control that makes people disappear by stealing
and collecting their image making. The prst person narrator is a witness linked to other
survivors who resist the mind control by listening, “eight times a day,” to Coltrane’s jazz,
and looking, “eight times a day,” at Aaron Douglas’s images. This counter-hypnotism
harkens back to Black Arts Movement images of black collective resistance to dominant
image making. The short story’s call for continued belief in collective resistance emerges
most clearly when the narrator asks his apocalypse-era listeners to “remember” and then
realizes that “remembering” is no longer possible in the era of the “brain switch,” but
nonetheless continues to remember the power of “bound metaphor.” Thisbound metaphor
is described in the following manner: “If the metaphors of a heavy group were rendered
collective and focused on whatever, energy and power could be produced” (Tales 158).
This language captures Baraka’s recognition that the power of the Black Arts Movement’s
mobilization of blackness as a unifying concept was the power of people realizing that
blackness was such a productive collective metaphor.

Some of what is now said about Amiri Baraka will help those who resist the dis/imaging
come to understand the cultural work of this visionary. In the midst of all of the tributes,
certain words linger. “He was our black on purpose,” Ras Baraka said. “He was our jam
session,” Eleanor Traylor sang.

For me, the quietest parts of this jam session have always been the most electrifying.
Baraka teaches us how to hear whispers and hums in the BangClash, his vibrating word
in “Return of the Native.” Although, as Eugene Redmond counsels, “You couldn’t be
asleep around him,” you could learn how to hush and be soothed into waking up. Some
of the heaviest, quietest moments in his jam session are In Our Terribleness, the beginning
of The Slave, and “Wise 1.” “l cant say more than that except all the visions and thoughts
you’ve had actually exist,” he writes in In Our Terribleness, as if he would ever stop saying
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more and doing more. In these words, we hear the fatigue of the visionary who knows
he can’t stop moving. He wanted us to see the freedom that actually could exist if only
we let it. The revolution was always, as they dreamed and believed in the 1960s, “right
around the corner.”

The Black Arts Movement was a turned corner and a cornerstone of his life work. His
work became a conscious jam session during the Black Arts Movement. Thank you, Eleanor
Traylor, for teaching us to remember him as this jam session. He leaned into the power of the
collective and all of the soloist work became his desire for a meta-language. Just like the
speaker at the beginning of The Slave, Baraka kept telling us “As your brown is not my
brown, that is, we need, ahem, a meta-language” (45).

“Sometimes you are afraid to listen to this [man].” His tribute to Billie Holiday (“The
Dark Lady of the Sonnets”) echoes back to him (25). He kept leaving his own solos and
throwing us in a jam session that makes “Black Dada Nihilismus” meet Black Power. What
is the Power of Dada and what is the Dada of Power? How do we sound as we now try to
sound out this visionary who gave us, in In Our Terribleness, the very insight “ideology and
style are the same thing.” Zora Neale Hurston wrote, “Folk-lore is not as easy to collect
as it sounds” (18, emphasis added). Let us hope that the collectors who don’t care about
us but love the culture that our oppression produced will feel their hands burn as they
even try to touch Baraka’s jam session as it continues to sound. Hands o0. Up against the
wall. As Baraka wrote in “An Agony. As Now.” “l am inside someone / who hates me.
... It burns the thing 7/ inside it. And that thing/ screams” (52-53). Of all the questions
Baraka asked, the litany of 0Who Who Who Who?6 in 6Somebody Blew Up Americad
continues to sound. The collectors want to collect the questions without confronting the
simple, ugly answers. Baraka’s question “How do you sound?”” was (like Hurston’s warn-
ing of the limits of the collection impulse when faced with folklore’s impulse to keep on
moving and sounding) a call for black aesthetics unbound, a black aesthetics that is as
uncontainable as Baraka’s stretching out of “It’s nation time eye ime/ It’s nation ti eye
ime” (“It’s Nation Time” 242).

The entire jam session of the Black Arts Movement was a love supreme. In the poem
“Numbers, Letters,” Baraka writes, “There is no guiltin love” (214). The Black Arts Move-
ment was a collective love avair with blackness. Love can be revolutionary. Baraka hailed
the black gaze (reminding black people that we have our own eyes) throughout the waves
of his art. The black interior, for Baraka, was the black mysterious that produced a certain
enchantment, a certain spell. When his love enchants the most, it is the heavy love that
wants the beloved to do something. He counsels, in In Our Terribleness:

Pray that we are not part of the Western
Empire, in soul.

We know we are not.

In Our Terribleness

We know exactly

Who We Are.

The lover clutches the hand of the beloved and wants something—a collective prayer.
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PREFACE TO A TWENTY VOLUME CRITICAL NOTE
For Amiri, Ghost of the Future

by Kimberly W. Benston

Amiri Baraka will for me be forever entwined with Larry Neal. | had read much of
Baraka’s work by the time I enrolled in Larry’s class “Black Power and the Black Arts”
in 1972, but Larry made vivid the living context in which so much of Baraka’s most stir-
ring work had its dramatic eOect. In that class, the work wasnit embalmed as historical
artifact or made precious as an accomplishment of literary tradition; it was burning with
prescience, presence, and potency. It seemed, if anything, more urgent in its implications
and possibilities than when it spilled into the Black Arts Movement from Baraka’s fervid
imagination. Paradoxically, Larry made us feel this powerful sense of immediacy by dis-
closing the intellectual pber of Barakads vision, the gritty awareness of modern Western
culture subtending the incendiary pronouncements that startled us to attention: through
Larry’sinsightand eloquence, we understood that Barakawasn’tjust throwing homemade
bombs at the cultural establishment; he was unraveling its dilapidated structure, porous
intellectual brick by brittle sentimental brick, exposing its inner contradictions through
that distinctive Barakan blend of verbal wizardry, sardonic repudiation, and (this being
the part so easily overlooked, by celebrants as much as detractors) sturdy and knowing
craft. Through Larry’s learning, at once streetwise and book-smart, we grasped that
Baraka’s work was a kind of explosive kenning, as canny as it was uncanny.

In preparation for writing a chapter of my college senior thesis in the spring of 1974, |
traveled to Detroit to see Slave Ship in Concept Eastis church-based community theater. When
I arrived, | found that the entire church meeting hall had been transformed into a scene
of horror, a vessel transporting an angry, bewildered, suOering, but ultimately resistant
remnant of African society to what Baraka called “the grey hideous west,” embodied in
a single White Figure (played in white face by an African American actor). Throughout
the play, the black cast brilliantly directed its vituperative critique and rebellious ener-
gies toward me, the lone white audience member, until the play crescendoed toward its
ritual triumph as the black nation rose up in revolutionary triumph over the oppressor
by dropping the White Figureis body at my feet. As I left the theater near midnight to
walk Detroit’s streets toward the train station for my trip back to Connecticut, | realized
| had left the sanctuary of performance, the citadel of metaphor, for the hard authenticity
of the real. Of such ironic dis-pgurations were Barakais works consistently composed:
orevolutiono could become real only if prst rehearsed and thereby internalized and be-
lieved; reality could be transfused with rich cultural implication only if pressed forward
by art, which melted into air once inscribed. “Performance” was for Baraka a trope for
the real within the aesthetic, asserting its purchase on authenticity over and against the
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written; but performance remained—in reality—yet another modality of imagination and
desire. For Baraka, desire longed for its dissolution in action, a yearning that reyected the
urge to transform the narratives of history into the Event of liberation: early he had written,
“what is tomorrow / that it cannot come / today?” (“Valéry as Dictator,” Dead Lecturer 78).

From its prst emanations, Barakais voice was pertinacious, demanding, insistently
provocative, yet tinged with a note of untimely angst, as if slightly behind or ahead of
the historical beat to which he relentlessly addressed himself. He spoke as an apostle of
change and movement, but with a blend of impatience and tenderness that suggested a
voice struggling to redeem the specters of inherited injustice without losing the present
in lamentation and doubt: “A political art, let it be / tenderness . . . / Let the combination
of morality / and inhumanity / beginé (6Short Speech to My Friends,6 Dead Lecturer 29).
At times, his writing seems entangled in the phantasmagoria and anxiety, the fear and
obsession that come from looking without blinking at our history of national brutality and
mendacity, risks he accepted as a requirement of his charge to iterate a promise of respon-
sibility for the future. Baraka aimed always to “move with history,” but the underlining
of this intention was an intuition of history’s disjuncture with time, which layered past,
present, and future such that revolution could become its own specter, and the past could,
it turns out, be where revolution lay waiting for us in the tradition: “The soul’s / warmth
/ is how / shall | say 7 it, / It’s own. A place / of warmth, for children wd dance there,
/ if they cd. If they / left their brittle selves behind6 (0From An Almanac [3],6 Preface 44).
Baraka seemed ever ready to shed himself, to leave himself behind on his way to a fuller,
less brittle mode of embodiment. That is perhaps why | sensed in his work from prst to
last something of the child, though a child with a very old soul, a specter of his best self,
striving ever to will us with him into a liberated future, to begin again by coming back
to that place of beginning that still haunts us, in the village from which ancestors were
uprooted, in the slave ship, in every crevice of a shared history of cruelty and survival,
and in the neighborhood where as children we learned the prst steps of our tender, moral,
and percely unyielding struggle for freedom:

Back-at-You

Bronze buckaroos

and wild loop-garoos

we all clatter-chatter

in the wine-dark hours

of a Village haunt

a Southside joint

our evol howls settling
against the hard lawngreen
native freewayscape

we all despise

the frogeyed sirens

beckoning, beckoning

toward the triumph of our anger or abjection;
we all reach,
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ironists and mimics at the core,

for the canon

as we herald some still deferred
blowup of america’s last empiric days

but I’'m sure | copped a sight—

in a furtive moment between

the brilliant gestures and their exegetical recording—
I’'m certain that | saw

shimmering in our mutual speculum
two scared and exhilarated kids
patched-kneed, knobby-headed
clutching the b-ball

darting frantically

jerky rhythms—

say, jackson, slap me pvef
terror-stricken and over-joyed
head-faking in imitative style
through the Chaos

we called

The Life

You turned inside-out

making the histrionics of insurgence
a bloodpulse of self-fashioning

I inward

to map your shifts and jukes

Hey brother—
wanna go down
to the yard

and

play a little

one

on

one?
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AMIRI BARAKA'S ADVENTURES WITH
THE OUT & THE GONE

by William J. Harris

I want to explore Amiri Baraka’s idea of the Out and the Gone which he articulates in
“The Author’s Introduction” to his 2007 short story collection, Tales of the Out & the Gone.
The Outis “out of the ordinary” because the artists are “just not where most other people”
are, and the Gone is “even farther ‘Out,’ crazier, wilder, deeper, a ‘heavier’ metaphor, a
deeper parable” (10, 12). In essence, Baraka is striving to create an art which is as invoca-
tive and as original as bebop or free jazz: he wants to inhabit the same world where a great
cutting-edge work can be called “Out to Lunch” (1964), a simple title declaring a radical
aesthetic by the great alto saxophonist, Eric Dolphy. Amiri Baraka’s aesthetic has always
demanded the extreme, the outrageous, both in art and life. From boyhood on, in every
art form he sought the Out and the Gone. Later these pleasures helped him shape his own
art. Even though he loved the Out and the Gone for itself, he always felt the extreme was
the best way to the real.

Therefore it is not surprising he ended up an avant-garde artist, a member of the Beat,
Black Mountain, and New York Schools, collectively called the New American Poetry,
a post-World War Il predominately white innovative literary movement. He was close
friends with the poets Allen Ginsberg, Frank O’Hara, Ed Dorn, and the grand old man
of the group, Charles Olson. They provided examples of the out and the gone. However,
before he sought the out and the gone in the post-war American avant-garde and such
European writers as Kafka and Artaud, he found it in 1940s radio, science pction, rhythm
& blues, and 1950s commercial fantasy movies. In Newark in his teen years, this was the
only avant-garde available.

In “In Memory of Radio” from Preface to a Twenty Volume Suicide Note (1961) the poet
asks, “Who had ever thought of the divinity of Lamont Cranston? / Only Jack Kerouac, that
I know of & me,06 (12). Lamont Cranston is The Shadow, radio crime pghter with hypnotic
powers and a double identity. Only the Beat novelist Jack Kerouac and he understood
the importance of this character for suggesting diverent possibilities. Radio taught him to
pretend but didn’t let him be a prophet poet, someone who could change the world with
words. It is not until later when he is an adult reyecting back on the radio programs he
says: “They taught us that evil needed to be destroyed . . . And | believed that—impres-
sionable as | was at those young ages—but the trick is that I still believe it!” (Autobiography
21). He will have to move beyond this Beat vision to become a political poet, make a trip
to Castrois Cuba to learn alternatives. Science pction also provided an alternative world,
an alternative way to look at the world. He read Ray Bradbury, Robert Heinlein, A. E.
van Vogt, Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke, and the annual sci-p anthologies. Baraka has
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written sci-p stories such as 0Answers in Progressé where spacemen come looking for Art
Blakey records, from the 1967 short story collection Tales, and “Heathen Technology at the
End of the Twentieth Century” where people are “dismetaphored” by the powers that be
so they can’t think. The antidote is “Trane and Aaron Douglas eight times a day” (Tales of
the Out & the Gone 158). He has transported science pction into the world of black culture.

In the short story “Screamers” from Tales he pnds the out and the gone in rhythm and
blues. In Newark the young Roi attends concerts featuring honkers, far out saxophonists,
more interested in screeching, moaning, and honking than making beautiful music. In
this story the representatives of this sound are Jay McNeely and Lynn Hope. “Jay had set
a social form for the poor, just as Bird and Dizzy proposed for the middle class. On his
back screaming was the Mona Lisa with the mustache, as crude and simple” (Tales 77).
So McNeely created dada art out of rhythm and blues but more importantly Lynn Hope
created revolt. Hope oplaying that one scary noted leads opve or six hundred hopped-
up” young blacks into the street where they confront the police (78, 79). “We screamed
and screamed at the clear image of ourselves . . . Ecstatic, completed, involved in a secret
communal expression. It would be the form of the sweetest revolution, to hucklebuck into
the fallen capital, and let the oppressors lindy hop out” (79). The music is the instrument
of extreme art and revolt, features Baraka incorporated into his own art.

1950s commercial fantasy movies, mostly Hollywood, provided Baraka with examples
of nonrealistic symbolic art. Baraka’s 1964 play, “Dutchman,” his best known play, was
inspired by Albert Lewin’s 1951 Hollywood movie, “Pandora and the Flying Dutchman,”
starring James Mason and Ava Gardner, not by Richard Wagner’s opera. In Conversations
with Amiri Baraka (1994) Baraka observes, 0l know that plm, as much as anything else,
caused the idea of the ghost ship, the demon ship doomed to circle the world forever,
to stick in my mind” (255). And the relatively recent short story “Conrad Loomis & the
Clothes Ray6 (1998) was inyuenced by 6The Man in the White Suit,6 also 1951, starring
Alec Guinness. Both focus on the theme of capitalist greed getting in the way of cheap
clothing. In the Baraka story the main character Loomis creates a Clothes Ray which
“makes clothes, any kind of clothes out of light,” but his friend warns him capital won’t
let him develop it (Tales of the Out & the Gone 188). Fantasy movies provide an ongoing
vehicle for Baraka’s ideas.

In advanced bebop and free jazz he found the out and the gone around the same time
he discovered the post war avant-garde. In Black Music (1968) Baraka said of John Col-
trane, the great free jazz saxophonist: “he . . . shows us how to murder the popular song.
To do away with weak Western forms. He is a beautiful philosopher” (174). Coltrane
taught him to destroy Western forms, to destroy old forms and create new ones. But at
that moment he was more interested in destruction than creation. However, with Monk
he was more interested in creating new black ones. Baraka studied Thelonious Monk,
the advanced Bebop pianist, at the Five Spot in the East Village in the summer and fall
of 1957 and connected him with the new black music. Moreover, Monk was part of the
black tradition, both new and old. As Robin Kelley in “What Amiri Baraka Taught Me
About Thelonious Monk™ says, Monk heard things in swing that sounded avant-garde
to him. “Monk embraced these elements in his own playing and exaggerated them” (4).
Monk could let Baraka be both black and avant-garde at the same time. In such stories as
“A Monk Story” from Tales of the Out & the Gone where the protagonist talks with Monk
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after Monk’s death, Baraka transforms Monk’s angular melodies and rhythms into his
own phrasing, syntax, and metaphor. What Baraka said in Black Music about Monkis inyu-
ence on Coltrane could be said about Monkss inyyuence on Baraka: he brought 0deepness
and musical completeness” to his work (39). Yes, | mean “musical completeness.” Monk
helped Baraka to a richer music of words.

Part of outness is saying “no” to the mainstream. | will conclude with another quote
from “The Author’s Introduction.” Returning to an old hero, Baraka states: “Sartre sd if
you say something’s wrong in the world and you don’t know what it is, that’s art. On the
other hand, if you say something’s wrong in the world and you do know what it is, that’s
social protest. At least that’s what our enemies say. Fuck them!”” (Tales of the Out & the Gone
13). Ending with “Fuck them” is classic Baraka: it is obscene vernacular, brilliant timing.
Beautiful depance. What has always been attractive about Baraka, right or wrong, is his
beautiful depance, that superiority to the man and/or capital, that saying No! in thunder.

WORKS CITED

Baraka, Amiri. The Autobiography of LeRoi Jones / Amiri Baraka. New York: Freundlich Books, 1984.

. Black Music. New York: William Morrow, 1968.

. Conversations with Amiri Baraka. Ed. Charlie Reilly. Jackson: U of Mississippi P, 1994.

. “In Memory of Radio.” Preface to a Twenty Volume Suicide Note. New York: Totem Press in associa-

tion with Corinth Books, 1961. 12-13.

. Tales. New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1967.

. Tales of the Out & the Gone. New York: Akashic Books, 2007.

Kelley, Robin D. G. “What Amiri Baraka Taught Me About Thelonious Monk.” OpenSkyJazz.com. 17 Nov.
2009. Web. 30 Mar. 2014. <http://www.openskyjazz.com/2009/11/what-amiri-baraka-taught-me-
about-thelonious-monk/>.

485



AN INTERVIEW WITH NTOZAKE SHANGE

by Marlon B. Ross

The interview was conducted on March 25, 2014, by phone between Charlottesville, VA, and
Cheverly, MD.

ROSS: What do you see as the lasting legacy of Baraka?

SHANGE: The lasting legacy of Baraka. Cullud brilliance! Let’s see . . . one of the most
important, | think, is his. . . his pfty-year dialogue with African American history. Evenin
the poetry there are references to historical characters and historical dates that are signip-
cant to us as a people. Once he mentions these dates and these people, it’s up to us to go
research and pnd out who they are. | know live found out a lot about Black people just by
looking up references in his poetry like Black Dada Nihilimus.! Oh yes. And his persistent
engagement in vernacular art, his bringing doo wop and jazz and billboard posters and
Negrophilia artifacts into his work allows us to have a relationship to our outside world
that we are confronted with all the time and have no frame of reference for. He gives us
a frame of reference for that which we call modern culture, modern vernacular world.

And the other part of his legacy is his . . . his absolute mastery of lyricism. There is such
lyricism in Amiri Barakads work that it makes one swoon. Even when hefs talking about
the ugliness of the ugly, or heis talking about vampires and Superman around them.?
There is lyricism in the work that is unavoidable and absolutely possessive. To approach
that would be a gift any poet to come should cherish.

ROSS: You said, it makes one “full”?
SHANGE: Swoon.

ROSS: Thatfs so beautifully expressed. Is there a specipc work or passage that you espe-
cially value or that comes to mind immediately when you think of Amiri Baraka?

SHANGE: Well, ahhh . .. 6Beautiful Black Womeno . . . [She cites some passages from the
following 1969 poem:]

Beautiful black women, fail, they act. Stop them, raining.

They are so beautiful, we want them with us. Stop them, raining.
Beautiful, stop raining, they fail. We fail them and their lips
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stick out perpetually, at our weakness. Raining. Stop them. Black
gueens. Ruby Dee weeps at the window, raining, being lost in her
life, being what we all will be, sentimental bitter frustrated
deprived of her fullest light. Beautiful black women, it is

still raining in this terrible land. We need you. We yex our
muscles, turn to stare at our tormentor, we need you. Raining.
We need you, reigning, Black queen.

Thatls beautiful. When he does this with the Spirit House Movers singing doo wop . . . it
is like an Ave Maria. It is just holy.®

ROSS: Ok, lill have to look it up. Itis about looking . . . the experience of seeing?

SHANGE: The experience of seeing is really black women in the world as a historical
and metaphorical reality.

ROSS: Itis not a passage that live seen cited frequently and itis probably one that we need
to begin to cite.

SHANGE: | hope you will, yes.

ROSS: Is there . .. | know there is . .. but | will ask the question. Is there a dialogue be-
tween your own celebrated work and that of Barakais?

SHANGE: | would hope so. | hope so because Amiri Baraka is essential to understanding
me. | hope. Thatis one of my hopes. live built my work on my understanding of his work.
And one of the requirements, one of the things 1im adamant about is representing history
through my work, so that I make references to seventeenth-century and eighteenth-century
realities in works that are about twenty-prst-century characters. And even in Sassafrass [her
1982 prst novel Sassafrass, Cypress, and Indigo] there are those slaves who are ourselves,
who accompany Indigo on her adolescent journey. And Sassafrass and Cypress are visited
by blues characters in full regalia, characters who become reality for them, even though
they are visions. They are as real to them as their mother is to them through her letters.
So I try to use the techniques that Amiri used in different ways. For instance, in Liliane
[Shangeis 1995 third novel Liliane: Resurrection of the Daughter], there is a chapter about
Roxie, when Roxiels parentsi house is under siege by the nightriders. And instead of be-
ing victims of the nightriders, Roxiels father has gathered up all these riyes and all these
black men to defend the housefi and the NAACP Legal Defense Fund who are having an
event at the house that evening. The scene has the men at the parapets in the house ready
to pre on the nightriders.

ROSS: That goes back to what you said earlier about his reference to the historical reality
because that represents a very realistic historical scene that happened many, many times.
And also that you see them as blues prose characters, as blues people in prose in that novel.
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SHANGE: Blues People [Baraka’s groundbreaking1963 study that traces the history and
culture of African Americans through the history of the music they create] is a wonderful
work. Everybody should read that.

ROSS: Itis one of my favorite texts; itis so foundational.

SHANGE: Itis built from air. Itis constructed from the vibrations that make sound. Itis an
absolute tribute and embodiment of black music.

ROSS: Letis see.. .. Do you have any personal anecdotes or experiences with his workfi as
we know you havefi or with Baraka himself that you would like to speak about?

SHANGE: Hmmm . . . Well, | always tried to talk to him about the poems in Preface to
a Twenty-Volume Suicide Note [1961, his prst volume of poems]. | always tried to talk to
him about some poems in there because | found some poems in there and in The Dead
Lecturer [1964, his second poetry volume] that are fundamental to my understanding of
the romantic poem.

ROSS: Ahhh . . . thatis interesting. Thatis before what people like to characterize as his
Black Power period though 1im not sure that there was ever a period that was before
Black Power. [Laughter]

SHANGE: Exactly.

ROSS: And you talked with him about the nature of how he composed romantic lyrics.
SHANGE: Right, and then he would blush.

ROSS: [Laughter] That is great! Anything else that you want to add to that?

SHANGE: Well, | always feel very connected to him when | review the chapters about
Hyacinth and Liliane. Hyacinth has post-traumatic stress because of racism and national
oppression Amiri talks about. And shefs in a quiet room in a mental institution. And she
sees nineteen million angry slaves coming after somebody sheis hallucinating about. It
always reminds me. . . . it feels to me thatis something Amiri would approve of. There are
nineteen million angry slaves chasing after evildoers.

ROSS: Thatis a very powerful image. The reawakening of the ancestors in a way. Very

powerful. | just want to give you an opportunity if there are any last comments you want
to make about Baraka or his work.
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SHANGE: | know Amiri would say we need to read Du Bois and Langston Hughes and
Sterling Brown. But | would say any student of the twentieth century from any angle from
any genre or discipline would have to read Amiri Baraka to have a sense of the depth of
character and the depth of struggle of the African American in North America.*

ROSS: Wow! And in putting it that way it also reminds me of a similarity | would make
between your work and his, and that is the incredible range across genres: drama, poetry;,
pction, and nonpctionii all of them there together.

SHANGE: Right, well, | try to be as broad a writer as he is, and to make myself work
hard. Thatis one thing he really, really believed in; he believed in hard work and study.
And | believe in hard work and study. What | donit know, 1im always trying to pnd out.
And lim always trying to use it somehow or another in the work | do.

ROSS: They say 99% perspiration and 1% inspiration.

SHANGE: Right, right.

NOTES

1. oBlack Dada Nihilimuso6 is a poem published in Barakais second volume of verse, The Dead Lecturer
(1964), when he was known as LeRoi Jones. Baraka also recited the poem to instrumentals on the
1964 debut album of the New York Art Quartet, an avant-garde jazz group of which he was a semi-
member.

2. The vampire is an image that Baraka uses especially in his later work, as in his 2008 essay, oForward
Is Where We Have To Go,6 where he, in outlining a progressive agenda for a Barack Obama admin-
istration, refers to Newark Mayor Cory Booker as one who 6comes on like he thinks he is Will Smith
in I Am Legend, a single human scientist trapped in a city full of vampires.6

3. This is a reference to the studio recording, 0Black & Beautiful, Soul & Madness,6 by Amiri Baraka
and the Spirit House Movers, released in 1968 on Barakais Jihad label. In the opening track, Baraka
recites oBeautiful Black Womeno over the Spirit House Moversi rendition of the chorus to 60oo
Baby, Baby,6 the 1965 Motown hit single by Smokey Robinson and the Miracles.

4. After the interview, Shange mentioned two further texts, which she considers othe most exquisite
volumes he every publishedé: Home: Social Essays (1965) and Tales (1967) short story collection.
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Amiri Baraka at his home in Newark, N.J., Jan. 4, 2007. Baraka, a poet and
playwright of pulsating rage, whose long illumination of the black experience in
America was called incandescent in some quarters and incendiary in others,
died Jan. 9, 2014. He was 79.
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from CAMPTOWN

by C. S. Giscombe

The shape of this creature’s head somewhat resembled a Negro’s.
The head was higher at the back than at the front. The nose was
broad and yat. The lips and chin protruded farther than its nose.
But the hair that covered it, leaving bare only the parts of its face
around the mouth, nose and ears, made it resemble an animal as
much as a human.

—from William Roe’s Afpdavit,

his description of an encounter in the woods near

Tete Jaune Cache, British Columbia, in 1955

Flesh or fable, either one, far be it from me. Please

yourself. Hardheaded, we came along from the lowest point or

peldi imperceptible nowii and | imagined, as

we drew closer, that perhaps another monster could walk over, similarly.

But Camptown’s almost untenable, it’s barely even

haunted. Whose fault is that? Form’s harsh, form’s just

the noise. A real monster could slip across a bridge in the wee

hours, when trafpcis not heavy, from one place or another to Camptown.
Please yourself. | was a ship on the stormy oceanfi stay off me, brother, | might
be a monster. But neither will | judge you.

Camptownis just dichotomy, no

accident, sister—no argument, either, at the core or anywhere. Dogs
know what dogs want. Camptown’s noisy—parts are all out

of proportionfi but that that makes it 0dangerouso is just a claim or
just denial. Whatis loose

in such? The smart money’s on a walking ambush—bare,
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divergent—and no part of that high comedy being less pronounced
than others. But a gentlemanis depnite in his passage, his

gait knowledgeable, if obvious.

The devil’s in the bushes.

Have all the parts speak then because

| canit be the stated haint of boulevards.

(I will level with you, Camptown Lady, | think this could dwarf us both.)

The corporate limit’s

a real deal and Camptown’s

odifferentdii camp is a project and towndis just impatient, a supply-
chain bottle-neck, only public. The press

of the public is the sharpest incline. Iim trying to re-think

the curse. Intimacy? The 0backwards6 intimacy of the hills. In town,
the boys were jumping. One

terrain, two terrains.

If youtre listening for it,

youill hear the ass-end everywhere in townfi the hue

and cry having crossed over and “now” crossing back.

You can take freely from your own garden, if you see

what I meanfi éborrow,6 double-up, trade on the truth. Remember it out
loud and tell them, if they ask you. Itis just

vocalization, some sort of restatement—the idea’s

always been that noise itself passes

just as much as it carries.

492



CALLALOO

Bet on contingency. | would be the low haunt, or

13d be a door that survives the housef that is, 1id sizzle between

the alliances. Camptown begs

the question—almost what or like what?—of having to rise

above it as though it were not there to need to be risen above. A monster
comes to loathe her “poet” lover. She might ask,

What foolishness is this opposite me?

What again is a monster?

The story’s navigable up to a point. All day,

—and all night long—one can’t help but coincide

with the territory, or with how

you're “characterized.”

We raced all day,

and a day is full of parts.

Nighttime came

and here came doom over

the bridge to please you. Is

there another hell? Difference carries

the price of humor (in the story of any encounter). Similar,
I thoughtii development was everywhere, burgeoning town creeping
out into the desert, up the hill. Camptown’s still low.
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HER LOT

by Camille Dungy

After the long winter, the gray and white
geese did not return. The compost

turned around its tunnels and their worms.
There were snowdrops and, soon enough,
yolk-eyed davodil. She hadnit expected
the lot to be this lonely. The swing still
swung where he hung it on the sturdiest
branch of the hybridized elm. No disease
threatened this arbor. No, everything

in the yard looked just as healthy

as before. Except, groping for koi, raccoons
had done too much damage. Sheid loved
the pond. Loved it since he dug it

and brought her out of the house to see

the lotus and the splashing little fall

of his own design. But all those,

too, sheid had to cover up with sod.
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MEDITATION

by Camille Dungy

Sit quietly long enough and the river
I hear will be the course
of my own blood. Everything | know
I have to forget: the champ of lichen
chewing down boulder and the unsustainable
thrill of the spectrum
at magenta and lapis, those
and air’s heft, the oppression
of yuorescence. Marrow,
proximity, its loss: the world
gives us too much, truly, to bear.
Science says everything
must quiet so we can continue. Rather, we must
quiet everything. | hardly feel
the cords I’ve worn so often
I don’t notice anymore the stain from the time
when my uncle swiveled from sink
to cupboard as he’d done daily
seven decades, and failed
to see me standing with a full cup.
Forget it. Itis pne, | said. Distracted
by the heat of surprise, practically
dancing, | reached around what I now remember
was the heart and lung part of his body.
I am remembering the muscles
that built his body, but not
what he said, not the texture
of the towel | must have needed.
I remember everyone laughing, even
Mother, the sound of whose approaching
steps | canit recall. Mother chose
maple for her brotherds cown and,
because she did not want us
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to have to think about it, for her own. These things
are true, but I don’t let them vex me
most of the time. Let me be
more specipc. The maple yoorboards
of that old house, their vibrancy
protected by a nearly impenetrable pnish:
I never thought about that yoor.



EPITAPH: FRAGMENT

by Phillip B. Williams

I made myself into a map for you

to pnd yourself. My body a destination a-swell
with topographies that, with strategy, could be
placed anywhere. Look at the back of my knees
for gorges, at a toothis edge for danger.

After rearranging me, try to teach me

my self again. Even my face is foreign

with a language | never knew.

Falling to you. What belonged to my spineis
porcelain cups stacked on their shelves of sinew
belongs to your hand and your hand, belongs.
It only so brieyy feels like war

then later like routine. Fold me. | am yet irreparable.
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IGNIS FATUUS

by Phillip B. Williams

He is one of many points of light
that seem, at prst, distant enough
to lead me away from my loneliness, and toward
the yourish-stillness-yourish of the heart
when told imitate the varied stars that
have failed to guide us; now imitate everything
beneath the stars.

But who is he? Phantom, plament at its brightest
before blowing out, pattern made pattern

because it was broken like a heart
can never be but say it anyway?

None of those. Deceit had a simpler face: violet

all around, every hemisphere familiar until turned.

The stars and what lied beneath them have yed, spectral. What little
light poked through the branches has led you here. Lie down. live
tried to be kind to you by keeping the sharpest instrument to myself.
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TRUTH IN FICTION, UNTRUTHS IN MEMOIR

by Elizabeth Nunez

For the epigraph of my memoir Not for Everyday Use, | quote a poem by one of the pnest
poets and essayists in the English-speaking Caribbean, the late Wayne Brown. The poem
is entitled 0A Letter from Elizabeth.6 | was fortunate to have had a long, close friendship
with Wayne, so | assumed the poem was meant for me and referred to a letter | had written
to him, though | must add a caveat. Wayne always called me by my childhood nickname
Betty and often addressed his letters, and, later, emails to me with 0Dear Bets.6 Still, the
poem seemed totally suited to me, the words in the letter very much what | would have
said, or at least thought. The poem begins with a quote from the letter: 0Would you believe
that I donit like to think / back on those times, primarily / because then | feel really sad
/ really feel it deep down?d

If the letter was mine, if | had written it, why then did | decide to write a memoir? Why
was | willing to look back on those times when | knew remembering would make me feel
osad, really feel it deep down6?

I am a novelist. | have written eight novels and am well on my way to a pnal draft of
a ninth. So why that detour to a memoir?

Perhaps | should begin by explaining my process. | write straddling that nerve-wracking,
butexhilarating, line between knowing and unknowing. | may have some sense of my story
but noidea how it will turn out. I begin with a group of words that tells me everything and
yet nothing. It is always a phrase or a sentence that has been rolling around in my head
and when | put it to paper | know it is just right, | know it is the beginning of a novel. It
tells me from whose point of view | will tell my story; it tells me tense, tone, mood, and |
am both liberated and trapped. | have made my stroke on my canvas and it commits me
to a design, to a creation, that | must follow, directed by every other stroke | make.

Prospero’s Daughter begins with the prst line of a letter by Ariana, a character inspired by
Shakespeareis Ariel. She writes: 0He tell a lie if he say those two donit love one another.6 |
knew right away that 60He6 would be my Prospero, and that 6those twoé would be Caliban
and Virginia, and that somehow | was on my way to creating a romantic story between
them. I could tell that the novel would have multiple points of view, each character giving
his/her version of what happened. What I did not know was what the characters would do
or say, or what would happen to them in the end. | began Not for Everyday Use with these
three sentences: 0The phone rings. It is two in the afternoon. | am at home, in my house
in New York.6 | knew with this beginning that | would be writing a present tense story
and would face the challenge of balancing a back story with the trajectory of a narrative
set in the present. Because that prst line established a prst person point of view that was
not a narrative persona, but actually me, | knew | was about to write a true story about
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my life. What I did not know, as I did not know when | wrote that prst line of Prospero’s
Daughter, was what | would discover.

The thrill of discovery is one of the main reasons | write. Of course, in order to discover
something, some place, some idea, one has to be willing to travel in unchartered waters,
sometimes without a guide, and to rely on faithfi call it the Musesfi that you will pnd
your way to the end and to the truth. For, after all, isnit that why writers write? They want
to know the truth, the truth about our human condition, the truth about the meaning of
our lives.

You don’t know what you think until you write what you think you think. This has been
my mantra. | once heard Norman Mailer say that he writes to pnd the answer to a ques-
tion that has been hounding him. The same is true for me. It is always a question about
something | feel passionate about or an idea that | do not fully understand. After that
prst line, | surrender myself to characters | place in a world | createfi a setting of time
and placefi and release them to chart their own way through the maze of a plot that their
actions more or less dictate. Essential to my story is the characteris desire; | suppose my
equivalent of Maileris question. My characters desire somethingfi it may be material gain
or enlightenmentfi and their search for that something leads them to a certain place and
me to a certain discovery.

I place much trust in the power of pction to reveal truths not only to the reader, but
also to the unsuspecting writer. The question that was troubling me when | wrote my prst
novel, When Rocks Dance, was why my family, like many others who lived in the south of
Trinidad at the turn of the twentieth century, had not held on to their land where oil was
eventually discovered? | was unprepared for the truths | discovered in the process of writ-
ing this novel. These truths were not about the cocoa economy nor about the beginnings
of the oil industry, but, rather, the truths about the eUect of colonialism on the psyche
of the colonialized that resulted in the denigration of an aesthetic that devalued African
cultures and left the colonized unsure of their identity and history. For my second novel,
Beyond the Limbo Silence, I thought | was writing a pctionalized version of my early years
in Wisconsin on scholarship at a Catholic College; my characters led me to another truth.
It was to the discovery that letting go of attachments can lead to freedom.

I can give more examples from my novels, from Bruised Hibiscus, for example, that
was the most emotionally dicocult story for me to write, but which took me to a clearer
understanding of the human capacity for cruelty and the ways in which emotional scars
can cause us to inyict pain on others. Itis a novel about the dark centers of human sexual
relationships, anodyne as they sometimes appear to be.

True, memoir can provide the reader with facts, but do we discover more truths and
learn more about a writerfs ideas and her artistic vision from her memoir than we do
from her pction? At the end of her most recent collection of short stories, Dear Life, Nobel
Laureate Alice Munro gives us four snippets which she says are dautobiographical in feel-
ing, though not, sometimes, entirely so in fact6 (255). Munrois insertion of dsometimesd
suggests a cautionary note about the reliability of memoir or autobiography. But does
the reader need this autobiographical information to appreciate or understand the stories
Munro creates? Munrois stories are rich with characters who, like her, were raised in rural
Ontario. What interests us is what Munro has to say about these ordinary characters whose
lives are upended by seemingly ordinary events in this ordinary setting. The thirteen pc-
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tive stories in Dear Life tell us more about the human condition, about our yaws and our
triumphs, our human capacity for generosity, unkindness, love, despair, and hope than
the autobiographical pieces that follow them.

So if | believed in the power of pction to reveal the fundamental truths about our hu-
man condition, why turn to memoir? Have not all my novels more or less already made
use of incidents in my life? The answer, of course, is yes and no. Yes, because what drives
me to spend those long hours alone in my room, in front of a heartless blank computer
screen, a demanding computer screen that will grow dark if I do not feed it with words, is
some experience deeply felt, either my own or the experience of others with whom | have
empathized. | create a world with players who | hope will bring me greater clarity, who
will lead me to the truth. But no to the question about the autobiographical nature of my
pction because the contrivances of the art of pction allow me distance from my personal
experiences. Itis the necessary aesthetic distance the writer needs in order to transform the
ordinary, the mundane, into a work of art, oOering at the same time cover for the writer,
the veil of illusion behind which she can safely hide herself from the glare of the public
eye, andfi this is more personalfi from the glare of perhaps disturbing introspection.

Critics tell me that at the heart of my pction about the immigrant experience is the
constant tension between the mother and the daughter, the mother who remained in the
homeland and the daughter who emigrated. Well, of course, that is my story. But what
exactly is the truth about that story? My pction ends with the resolution that is palatable
to my reading audience and to me: There may have been losses but there have always
been gains. The daughter may have been separated from her mother, but she has landed
in America, the country of opportunities where the rags to riches story can be realized.
Then | write a memoir and | am hurled to a more distant past. | am pve years old, one of
my parentsi pve children. (My parents will eventually have eleven children). The eldest,
my sister Yolande, is nine; the youngest, my brother Wally, is two. My father has gone to
London on afellowship. He has gone by ship, the way one travelled in those days. It takes
him three weeks to get to London. My mother misses him. She is so unhappy she hardly
touches her food; she pays little or no attention to us. Eventually, unable to withstand
the pain of her separation from her husband, she decides to go to London to be with my
father. My mother is terriped of the sea; she is terriped of being in a cabin alone, and yet
she takes that trip in the worst of the seasons when the Atlantic is an interminable expanse
of roiling waves.

Is this where my deep-seated feelings of abandonment took root? Were all my stories
about the daughteris resentment of her mother who had happily sent her to America and
not asked her to return actually a cover for the true source of the tension between my
mother and me? Would | have made this discovery of such a painful truth had I contin-
ued to camouyage my pain behind the pctive characters | created? And yet | ended that
chapter in my memoir uncomfortable with the truth. | write: 01 look back and realize how
young [my parents] were. My mother was thirty-one, my father thirty-pve. They were
in love, having the time of their lives. Life is short. Iim glad they had this time together.6
But is that how I really felt 6deep down,6 really feel now? Do writers still dissimulate
when they write memoir? Is the truth more accurately revealed when, paradoxically, it is
camouyaged in pction?
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But there are the interests of the publishing industry, which can often limit the writerds
portrayal of truth in pction. Most writers at one time or another have received the sort
of letter from an editor that says something along the lines of: 0We loved your story. You
certainly have talent, but 1om afraid this is not the best house for your work.6 Translation:
0We canit see a market for your novel and donit think we will be able to a make a propt
from it.6 If you are a writer who is black, the true translation is: 0We canit see a market for
your work because black people donit read or buy books. The readers of pction are white
women who are interested only in stories that reyect the experiences of white people.
They are uninterested, or, perhaps, more likely, uncomfortable, with stories about the
black experience.6

In my novel Boundaries, the pctive publisher decides to take the chance of publishing
a literary novel by a black writer, but she will do so, she tells her idealist editor, with a
cover jacket that she believes will attract the reader, that is, the black reader. On the jacket
is a picture of a black couple locked in passionate embrace. The man is handsome, owith
smoldering eyes, moist full lips shadowed by a thick mustache. His shirt and pants cling
to his muscular frame outlining chiseled pecs and taut buttocks. The woman in hisarms is
equally chiseled. Full, pbrm breasts strain against the buttons on her tight shirt and spill out
in perfectly shaped orbs . . .6 The idealistic editor is o0ended but the publisher reassures
her that the book will be a bestseller, for the cover is simply a poster to attract othe rightd
audience. The experience was mine, though not as brazen. A cover was put on one of my
novelsthat | considered inappropriate and deceptive. True, the main character in my novel
is a married man, who, in spite of his intentions, falls in love with another woman. But
the question | had been pursuing was larger than the complexities of adultery. It was the
lesson contained in Genesis: We cannot have the Apple and the Garden. We must choose.

So the pursuit of truth in pction can sometimes be compromised by the pnancial in-
terests and biases of the publishing industry. Originally my novel Bruised Hibiscus ended
with the murder of Rosa, an ostensibly white woman. It was the appropriate conclusion
of the novel, both in terms of its narrative arc and the truth of the point | wanted to make:
for racism to yourish, one needs to create a barrier between the self and the Other. The
man who murders Rosa does so because she represents all the white people who have
oppressed him. He does not need to know her. Indeed, if he knew her, it would have been
diccult, if not impossible, for him to kill her the way he did.

My editor was unhappy with this ending. She could not sell my novel with such agrim
conclusion, she said. (Actually, that word 0grimo also became the reason another editor
gave me for rejecting my second novel Beyond the Limbo Silence.) Eventually, my editor
and | came to a compromise. | could keep my chapter about Rosais brutal murder, but
I had to add another chapter that obered hope and redemption so that the reader could
remain in the safe cocoon where there is justice in the world, where the good are always
rewarded and the bad punished.

Still, even given these limitations, | am convinced of the extraordinary power of the
story to reveal fundamental truths to the writer and the reader. | have written scholarly
articles about Shakespeareis The Tempest, but it was only in writing the novel Prospero’s
Daughter, following pctive characters through plotlines their thoughtsand actions dictated,
that | released all the negative associations | had been taught to make between Caliban
and a person like me from a former British colony who was expected to be grateful for the
systems of law, education, and government the British had established.
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No one doubtsthe importance of point of view to determine the reliability of the narrator
and the truth of the story. Few, too, doubt that Shakespeare generally puts his most lyrical
lines in the mouths of the characters he most admires, but though it turns out that some
of the most lyrical lines in The Tempest are said by Caliban, scholars continue to portray
Caliban as Prospero presents him to us, a creature 0Which any print of goodness wilt not
take.6 Perhaps this is why | pnd Adam Kirschis praise of Derek Walcott so deliberately
intellectually disingenuous. Praising Walcott as a Prospero-like magician for the magic
Walcott weaves in his poetry about the beauties of the sea, Kirsch cites Calibanis lyrical
lines without attribution: 0[Be not afeard: the] isle is full of noises, / Sounds and sweet airs
that give delight and hurt not6 (75). He leaves the unsuspecting reader to conclude that
it is Prospero, not Caliban, who says these lines. He does not reveal that it is Caliban who
calms the fears of the Europeans Trinculo and Stephano from whose perspective the island
is a place of black clouds, loud thunder, and smelly psh. That it is Caliban who is the poet.

Yet in spite of the power of pction, it seems to me that there are some truths that can best
be told in memoir, though, admittedly, there may be similar constraints on the memoirist. It
isnotthe publisher who isguilty here; itis often the memoiristwho wittingly or unwittingly
still continues to reframe the truth. Many of my novels, for example, tell stories about the
evect of systemic racism, but | found that depictions of incidents of systemic racism were
more compelling when they were based on actual facts. In my memoir Not for Everyday Use
I question the assertions made by Malcolm Gladwell in his wildly popular book Outliers.
Gladwell declares: 0We pretend that success is exclusively a matter of individual merit.
But thereis nothing in any of the histories weive looked at so far to suggest things are that
simple. These are stories, instead, about people who were given a special opportunity to
work really hard and seized it . . .6 (67). | take on Gladwellis contention, arguing that |
doubt very much whether the parents of a black Steve Jobs would have had the option of
the dspecial opportunity,6 which white Steve Jobs had, of moving from an area where the
school district was troubling to an area where he could go to a better school. | give the real
life comparison between the possibilities available to my ex, an African American who can
trace his family back to three hundred years in America, and my colleaguefs father who
was a fairly recent arrival from Eastern Europe and spoke a heavily accented English. Both
my ex and my friendis father wanted a house near the water in Long Island. The realtor
took my ex to a house on Long Beach Road, prettily named, but forty minutes from the
prst hint of water. My friendis father was able to purchase a house in Merrick, not on the
beach, but on a canal that led to the open water. Both men paid $34,000 for their houses
and sold them at approximately the same time, twenty-pve year later. My ex got $138,000
for his house, my friendis father close to one million dollars. | think these hard facts more
persuasively counter such prevailing mistruths that this generation of white Americans,
even recent arrivals from Europe, do not continue to gain economic advantages from
Americais history of slavery and Jim Crow racism.

I do not know if I will write another memoir. Though | am committed to the pursuit of
truth, I realize too that the facts the memoirist records are those she remembers and how
she remembers them, which may not necessarily be what actually occurred. Fiction allows
more freedom of exploration and interpretation for both writer and reader, and if one is as
fortunate as | am to be published by an intrepid publisher, then one is liberated to search
for truth through story, no matter how grim the ending may turn out to be. It is the small
publisher who is taking this sort of risk today, the one who indeed needs the pnancial
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returns but is prepared to delay these gains in the hope of encouraging literary talent and
the publicis taste for well-written stories. Johnny Temple, the publisher of Akashic Books,
and his brilliant senior editor Ibrahim Ahmad are two such guardians of the truth in pc-
tion, believing as | do in the integrity of the story well told, characters well drawn, and
prose that delivers an artistic vision that entertains, even startles, but always illuminates.
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ASK WHERE I"'VE BEEN

Let pngers roam

the busy angles

of my shoulders.

Ask why skin dries

in rime-white patches, cracks

like a puddle stepped on. Ask

about the scars that interrupt
blacktopfi the keloid on my bicep,

a fogged window. Ask how many
days passed before the eyebrow healed
after a metal spike was torn out,
uprooted lamppost in a tornado.

Ask about the tornado

of psts. The blows landed. If you can
watch it allfi the spit and blood frozen
against snow, you can probably tell

I am the too-narrow road winding out
of a crooked city built of laughter,
asphalt, and abandon.

Ask only if you can watch streetlights bow,
bridges arc, and power lines sag,

and still believe what matters most

is not where | bend

but where | am growing.
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IT SHAKES US STILL

by Jamaal May

After the Baptist retreat cartoons

and health class slideshow insisted

sex was only good for courting AIDS

and babies and pustules, a pngernail

traced across chest earthquakes us still,

and the gods still build hearts

like hearths in homeless shelters,

a permanent place for the temporary

to gather and liquefy the frost on their hands.
An ungloved hand in winter slid under shirt
shakes the ice free. No one believes me
when | say his ten pngers, together,

are the smallest cult or choir gathered

to worship the smallest demon or deity
except for the pastor. This makes sense to him
the way animation always will to me,

even at an age when time has hurled

all its hand grenades at the imagination.

And because this is where | learned

the incorrect color of hearts

and that giving a hug means taking one back,
I’ll always believe the bodily destruction

that waits at the bottom of a gorge

for those of us stupid enough to look down
isn’t stupid enough to try to kill

the coyote in our blood that made us leap.
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THE RISK

You ponder grass.
Blades which aren’t weapons  green
through process natural

though without corrosion.
Is this a reaction to my sight  something
wild in pupils  shadow too pitch?

Thecar I'minis fast silver.
The other two inside | don’t care
talking about s