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“I am gonna write poems til i die and when i have gotten outta this body i am gonna hang round in the wind and knock over everybody who got their feet on the ground.”


—Ntozake Shange










FOREWORD



I knew Ntozake Shange before I knew her. As I wrote in my memoir, Unbound, I grew up listening to my mother’s record of the Broadway production of for colored girls who have considered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf. My mother listened to it so much when I was growing up that I had memorized a good deal of the play by the time I was twelve years old. Shange’s words gave me language for my own experiences with trauma and with love. My mother was a reader and our home was a Black women’s literary paradise, but Shange held a particularly special place in my home and heart.


I was thrilled to finally meet Ntozake Shange when I directed the annual Celebration of Black Writing that was held at the Art Sanctuary in Philadelphia in 2013. Zake didn’t put on airs. She was warm and funny. Best of all, she was real. I learned from her that your best writing comes from being authentic, honest, and brave. We laughed for hours and every time I saw her after that, whether on the page, at ceremonies, or in my very own mirror, I felt fully embraced. I was devastated when she passed, but I keep returning to her words and her legacy. We still need her.


This collection is a treasure. I can’t believe we have the gift of more work from Zake, even though she left us with so much. These poems, reflections, plays, and stories flesh out more of her art and her life and tackle issues we still deal with today—sexual violence, misogyny, racism, exploitation, and cruelty. And the solutions she provided: justice, love, community, and sisterhood, which are still available to us as these pages encourage. I hope Sing a Black Girl’s Song leads to a much-needed Shange revival across the country and world. May we be encouraged and resolved in her memory and honor.


—Tarana Burke










INTRODUCTION



In the spring of 2022, I traveled to New York with my two of my friends, Tarana Burke and Yaba Blay, and Tarana’s adult child, Kaia Burke, to see Ntozake Shange’s classic play, for colored girls who have considered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf, on Broadway, directed by Camille Brown. For our generation and that of our mothers, for colored girls is what could be called an urtext, an anchoring work of art that captures twentieth-century Black women’s lives. Filing into the theater, we each privately recalled the other times we had seen for colored girls, or performed it ourselves. We quietly anticipated Shange’s potent passages, repeated them along with the actors, lines like “I found god in myself and I loved her fiercely” and “somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff…”  We cried and laughed and chatted happily afterward, as we had before. The show was a palimpsest, reaching back to 1976, and reaching forward in time to the vexing yet beautiful web of Black women’s lives.


Ntozake Shange is singular. Tender, tough, and so very brilliant, Shange ruptured and re-created literary forms, using innovative spelling and grammar to capture the sound and sensibility of Black women’s speechways. She insisted on the lushness of Black women’s interior lives while never shying away from the brutality of the world in relation to them. A consummate artist, she brought her powerful verse to life with music and dance and innovated the choreopoem as a theatrical form. Transforming the conventions of the Greek chorus, Shange’s plays spoke to collective Black female experience. She offered ample space for individual testimony within community. 


Shange was prolific. Shange was the second Black woman to have a play on Broadway (1976), only after Lorraine Hansberry’s 1959 play, A Raisin in the Sun. Most of her work remains in print today, including for colored girls, novels such as Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo and Betsey Brown, numerous books of poetry, and children’s books. Sing a Black Girl’s Song now arrives as a distinct addition to Shange’s impressive canon. This curated collection of Shange’s previously unpublished writing spans roughly forty years. It includes poems from her early years as well as from the last two decades of her life. There are also several plays, including her 2003 Lavender Lizards & Lilac Landmines: Layla’s Dream, which was produced while she was a scholar in residence at the University of Florida. Shange’s personal story also emerges in these pages through several never-before-seen essays about her childhood, her experiences in therapy, and her life as an artist and activist.


Shange was born in 1948 in Trenton, New Jersey, as Paulette Linda Williams to surgeon Paul T. Williams and educator and social worker Eloise Williams. Sing a Black Girl’s Song opens with Shange’s tender recollections of her mother and their social milieu—a sophisticated and erudite Black world, filled with art and aspiration. When she was eight years old, the family moved to St. Louis, Missouri.


When Shange was thirteen years old, her family returned to New Jersey, and she later graduated from Trenton High School. The earliest piece in this collection is a poem published in 1966 while she was a high school student. Even at that young age, she already had a pervasive literary voice. Shange matriculated at Barnard College of Columbia University, where her papers are now collected. During her college years, she briefly married and, after the marriage was dissolved, struggled with depression. The poems in this volume, written in the early 1970s, reveal a woman who was undergoing a transformation, wading through grief toward self-creation. In some writings, she still refers to herself as Paulette Williams, in others she has adopted Ntozake Shange—and often Zake, tosake, tozake, or tz for short—the first name meaning “she who comes with her own things” in Zulu and the surname meaning “walks like a lion.”


She graduated from Barnard in 1970. In the midst of the Black Arts Movement into which she came of age, Shange composed poems consistent with the political urgency of that moment, but far more intimate than what many of her peers produced at the time. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Black Arts Movement artists approached their work with an explicit political Black nationalist sensibility, frequently creating pieces that focused on collective Black liberation rather than the interior individual experience. Their emphasis was on “we” rather than “I.” Shange shared much of that sensibility, but she blended critiques of racism, imperialism, slavery, Jim Crow, and economic exploitation with particular attention to emotion and feeling. Love, heartbreak, injustice, desire, self-discovery, devastation, and political awakening all pulse across the pages. Shange also immersed herself in the Nuyorican Poets scene, an early 1970s community of Puerto Rican and other Latine artists. The impact of that experience is evident in her interest in Afro-Latine history and culture and her frequent use of Spanish words and phrases in her work. 


Shange earned a master’s degree in American Studies from UCLA in 1973. Her academic rigor is apparent in the writing. Diligent attention to historical detail, a passionate interest in the Black diaspora, and keen awareness of literary form reveal how much she was an intellectual artist in addition to one who could be profane, deeply spiritual, and joyfully vulgar. Her consistent celebration of vernacular Black culture as the root of great art instructed everyone in her midst to choose beauty over bullshit and substance over status. She understood herself as someone who was breaking English since it had been used to break Black people, and remaking it as an act of love to all oppressed people. Most of all, these writings reveal Shange as someone who was always writing herself to freedom. Readers will also encounter her extensive knowledge of jazz and dance, and the joy she took in being in community with musicians and dancers, as well as fellow writers. Shange lived fully, a renaissance woman par excellence.


From 1976, when for colored girls was first staged, to her death in 2018, Shange was a much celebrated and awarded writer. She raised her daughter, Savannah Shange, now a professor of anthropology and critical ethnic studies, and remained politically and intellectually engaged, writing creatively as well as critically, and participating in theatrical productions of her work in various cities. Shange was a mainstay in artistic communities, treating young artists with warmth and encouragement. I witnessed this firsthand when Shange attended the annual Celebration of Black Writing at the Art Sanctuary in Philadelphia. Shange, though an elder who inspired awe, disarmed everyone with her friendliness. The archive shows this as well. She read the work of many other writers, including those much younger than she was, and she commented thoughtfully on it. Unsurprisingly, she has had a major influence on younger generations of writers. As playwright and inaugural resident of the Ntozake Shange Social Justice Theater Residency at Barnard Erika Dickerson-Despenza wrote, Shange is a “literary mother” with a legacy that must be preserved. 


Sing a Black Girl’s Song is a testimony to Ntozake Shange’s journey. That there is so much of her unpublished work that is of superior quality is stunning. That much of it is autobiographical is breathtaking. She left behind the framework for gorgeous biography. And her self-reflection is, generally speaking, a model for how to do the work of living well. For the many readers who love her writing, it is unquestionably a bounty. It is worth noting, however, that this volume, though extensive, does not include every unpublished work. Rather, it is curated to give a substantive overview of Shange’s unpublished work. Where possible, the years in which individual pieces were written are included. Where the exact date isn’t available, context clues were used to place it so that readers can read through the book in both a thematic and chronological sequence. Because Shange often wrote by hand I have redacted sentences that include words that were illegible, noted with brackets, as well as incomplete type, noted with ellipses there. Spelling errors and typos were corrected where there was a danger that a reader might mistake the meaning if the error was left intact, but I have maintained many of the small mistakes that allow the reader to experience the rush of ideas and excitement Shange felt as she put words to page, and to acknowledge that many of these were works in progress. I have included footnotes where she mentioned people and contexts that might not be readily understood by contemporary readers, and where knowing whom she spoke of is important to gather meaning. Likewise, I have provided translations for words and phrases in Spanish, and with the specific dialects (Puerto Rican, Cuban, or Mexican) referenced in mind. Shange’s Spanish was both vernacular and precise in terms of historical reference. 


Before each section, I have written brief introductory notes for historical or social context that illuminate specific entry points to the work. Readers should be prepared that difficult themes and offensive language appear in some of the pieces. The decision to include this material was driven by Shange’s courageous effort to reveal the anguish as well as the beauty of Black women’s lives. She didn’t shy away from the underside, as it were, and to honor her it seemed essential to approach this work with a similar ethos. 


By and large, I step back so that Shange might tell her story. In some ways, this collection has the shape of a self-authored bildungsroman. I approached this project as a posthumous editor, simply giving shape to what can be described as a eulogy of her ownself, taking us along with her from cradle to grave.


On October 27, 2018, a tweet came from the Ntozake Shange Twitter account. It read “To our extended family and friends, it is with sorrow that we inform you that our loved one, Ntozake Shange, passed away peacefully in her sleep in the early morning of October 27, 2018. Memorial information / details will follow at a later date. The family of Ntozake Shange.” The message sent shock waves through generations who had found sustenance in her art. Immediately a chorus of Shange quotations went up across social media, reminding us that her words live even as her body has departed. Memorials were held in New York and Washington, DC. Articles praised her influence. People of all stripes remembered their encounters with her and her brilliance. But the most mournful and celebratory elegies came from Black women. As playwright Lynn Nottage put it, “Our warrior poet/dramatist has passed away.” She died fighting for us. But through her words, she lives. She lives in the actors who don the colors of the rainbow to embody her characters nearly fifty years after they were written, with themes that are no less powerful today than they were then. She lives every time we laugh, reading about how the precocious girl-child Indigo wants a fine china tea party for her fifteen dolls who have begun to menstruate. She lives every time someone cooks her mouthwatering recipe for “Zaki’s Feijoada Brazilian Hominy” or “Chicken Fried Steak” for a loved one. Shange famously wrote, in for colored girls, “Somebody, anybody, sing a black girls song.” Sitting with my friends Tarana and Yaba, watching that classic work brought to the stage again so beautifully, something became abundantly clear: Shange’s words resonate as much today as they did a half century ago. Witness here how she answers her own supplication, for herself and for Black girls everywhere. Sing, Zake, sing.


—Imani Perry











EDITOR’S NOTE


The poems, essays, prose, and plays in this book are published in their original form. Except where a change was necessary to avoid errors that altered meaning in the work, Shange’s original handwritten notes and the misspellings are how they appear in her archives. The editor aimed to maintain the integrity and urgency of Shange’s writing style, and to publish her work as she left it. Footnotes have been added throughout for clarity.









EARLY LIFE
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This section includes essays and vignettes in which Shange reflects on her coming-of-age. The pieces are emotional and introspective. They also provide important context for her formation as an artist. These pieces are untitled, with the exception of the first two, both titled “Ellie, Who Is My Mother.” The final piece in this section is one of Shange’s first published pieces from Trenton High School’s literary journal, The Phoenix, and demonstrates Shange’s extraordinary early talent.










Ellie, Who Is My Mother



“In the fullness of time, we shall know


why we are tried and why our love brings us tears


as well as happiness”


THE TORAH


* (Her favorite quotation from childhood) *


There is a memory of the wish-swishing of skirts, the smells of powders and coffee, my father’s cologne seeps from her skin and the pillow I nestle my head, my whole body curved again as in the beginning. I am the only one. This is my mother, Eloise, who married Paul who was my father and that’s how she became my mother.


Mirrors, small delicate bottles. Dresses with pearls and lace from Paris I knew this. I saw it on the globe that lit up at night like the neon signs across the way, letting me know we were colored in the colored part of town. Yet, the movies and photographs were black and white. Not fitting all the different shapes and odors of folks who came to see my mother. Laughter from the kitchen. Laughter up the stairs Aunt Emma was here, Uncle Jimmy was here with Aunt Margaret. So, were my Grandmothers. My mother had a special greeting for each one, as if there were something in her soul that let her know what touch or hug a body needed. My Grandmother hovered like Billie Burke. I couldn’t distinguish my mother from Jean Seberg, Marilyn Monroe, Kim Novak, or Dorothy Dandridge. I remember her eyes glowed as mine widened when Carmen de Lavallade1 danced.


The lindy hop was not the only vernacular activity my mother mastered. There were collard greens and smothered porkchops. There were the nights when sleep came dragging its heels and my mother had a rhythmic pat that was so soft, yet steady that sleep gave up staying away from me. Let my mother calm my soul so that when my dreams came, I dreamt in color.


I liked to hide in the back of my mother’s closet with her dresses and smells. Now I realize many many other little girls did the same. Even my own daughter waltzed about in my robe, wrapping my scent about her like some kind of magic.










Ellie, Who Is My Mother II



Once we all wore the same color blue dresses, my sisters, my mother and I. We were one for a long time. I could not tell long after I should have known better that I was not my mother. I wanted to be my mother. I liked her. I liked that way people liked her. I liked my father. But, I could not be him. I could be her. I could deep-sea fish, play baccarat, sing like Marian Anderson, defend the race. We were a vulnerable people. I could tell from the stories my mother told with her friends when they played inscrutable games of cards for hours. Bridge. What did I know then about mother, this bridge called my back. What do I know now about my mother?


I live with the myth of her, my indisputable legend of her. Executing intricate steps of the cha-cha-cha- in La Habana, dressing us all for The March on Washington, surviving disastrous lover after lover that I chose for myself, since I was not my mother. Since I was not mother, I am still learning to mother myself which Alta and Adrienne told me years ago. But, I couldn’t give up the black and white films of Ellie, who is my mother to another time, or other places. I see horizons sometimes and think of what she saw for me. I am guilty of spending days under huge oaks imagining myself as my mother when I became a mother, yet I am not. I really know I am not my mother, but if I were to ever lose my myth of this woman of independent thought and chutzpah during the fifties, who actually demonstrated the meaning of ‘each one teach one’, I would be less a woman than I am, less a mother than I am becoming. I respect Ellie. Then, sometimes I feel sadly for her because as colorful and colored as we were, our world was defined in black and white. Our world was featured in Ebony, Jet, Sepia. Now when I look at us, Ellie and then, me and my daughter, something is awry. I become uncollected. I never saw my mother, ‘uncollected’. She was not one to accept or expect to survive on Blanche’s risky kindness of strangers, nor was she ‘invisible’. But, I’m saving all my images, all the touch recollections I can sustain because the depth of Ellie’s presence in me is ante-deluvian, fierce, and infinite. So unlike what she appears to be, all of which she gave to me.


Ntozake Shange


18 September 1997










*The Silk Road*



I could say, imagine. I am the ultimate conclusion of the allure of silk, the shimmer and breeze of silks, After all my skin is silken. My grandmother’s hands sheer as silk. My mother’s cherry-blond hair hard to picture without the capricious play of light, changing her thick mane of a coif moment to moment from golden to cerise, ash blond to emboldened chestnut. These are but a few of the qualities of silk that are my blood, my blood memory, my dreams. Yet without the extraordinary vision of Ferdinand and Isabelle, Cristobal Colon would not have been charged with the mission to find an alternate route to India, thence, China, where silk was born. Colon, Columbus, the adventurer would not have set foot on Santo Domingo in search of the riches of silks and gold, then synonymous in the Old World, never suspecting sugar, tobacco, rice, and cotton would be as gold to silk; that Africans, wrapped in a tight ivory cocoon of bondage, we call slavery, would inhabit these ‘Indies’, indigo damask demographic, fertile, furtive, hybrid, glistening as silk does when the moon changes phases, as we do under a tropical sun. Silken and foreign to these shores and to the thought, these are the origins of my genealogical essence, my blood trail in the New World, another Silk Road.


Though my earliest recollections of all that is silk, all that swish, soft fondling fabric conveys is perfumed and gliding my eyebrows in the depths of my mother, Ellie’s closet. What shrouded my young head, braids and all was the miracle of the night, of conga drums, claves, and castenets, formal dinners, chandeliers of translucent swirls of lights dancing above the heads of very important guests whose crepe, velvet, chiffon, and silk, I’d bask in under the dining table. So like an ocean of unexpected sensation were the skirt hems tickling my shoulders, sometimes I’d forget to gaze at the ankles in silk stockings that left ordinary brown and bronze calves the magic of rose quartz, moonstones, tourmaline, sculpture as secret as the next brush stroke of Sonia Delauney or Raoul Dufy turning silk painting to a landscape abstractly worn by Parisian women adept at becoming art that could walk. While we in the New World far from St. Germain de Pres or Tours, ignorant of the smell and thick layers of medieval Venice, we drew La Habana to us, as if the satin-bodiced and feathered brocatelle of the mulatas at The Tropicana were more than our senses could bear, enough to sate our sense of beauty and illicit treasures. Were not the seeds of white mulberry trees upon which the silkworm dined contraband, smuggled, hidden, dangerous cargo transported by the foolish or fool-hardy headstrong bent on wealth and stature. But we needn’t concern ourselves with distant and ancient menace. The flickering of home-style black and white movies after the flan, after the cigars and cognac, bringing lampas skinned brown beauties swinging from trees, swinging their hips was intimidating enough. Surely, there was no one more beautiful than a woman in silk smiling down at me from a gargantuan Cuban cypress tree, while I hid at the foot of the stairs waiting for the exception.


…


As I understood with the mind of a child befuddled by the Cold War and immersed in films of WWII, my mother visited a fashion showroom not far from La Place de L’Opera where an impish French model paraded in front of her as she sat, probably in chairs of chine velvet with thickets of exotic plants, peacocks, and bizarre Oriental leitmotifs. As she sat admiring the models, my father, Paul T., who was smooth as silk, decided upon a white silk taffeta strapless sheath embossed with pearls with a flying panel of the same materials, that I now know to be a ‘robe a la francaise’ on the back, so that my mother’s figure was virginal, salacious, and regal at one and the same time. A velvet cape with the same pearled pattern was strewn over her left shoulder as she mysteriously moved down the winding staircase. I was speechless, not because I’d been found out, but because I was sure I was not to see my mother in such a state of ethereal sensuality in my lifetime. I almost believed the glow on her face was a reflection of the moon flirting unabashed in front of my father. My father who was smooth as silk, though not named ‘Silk’ like so many others of us. His muscular frame interacted with the world as something precious to behold, beyond the possibility of an ordinary anything. This couple slipping into a black Missouri night to hear the raw silk voice of Tina Turner, the velvet cisele intonations of Gloria Lynne or the heightened boucle of Maria Callas were mine. I came from this phenomenon as Toomer said rare as a “November cotton flower”.


Ntozake Shange


25 May 1998


Houston, Texas










St. Louis



Above all else St. Louis was a colored town: ’a whiskey black space’. That’s not to say there were no white people. It’s just to say I had to go out of my neighborhood to find some and then they’d wish I hadn’t. This maybe all new for those of you born after 1964, but I grew up in St. Louis in the midst of a struggle for the soul of the country and I’m not talking about Sputnik. There was nothing but struggle surrounding us as colored children in America from 1954 on. But, aside from some political meetings held in my house late into the night, I just knew there were a lot of Negroes in St. Louis, that I lived among them, and that I was one. Race defined my reality and if more people would admit this it’d be a saner world we live in today…


For years my sisters, my brother and I went to Clark School which was luckily at the end of our block and we only had to cross one boulevard to get there. I had a wonderful teacher, Mrs. Smith who always lucked swank and rouged her cheeks just a wee bit too much. From Mrs. Smith I learned about decorum and that colored children must always have it. Mrs. Smith loved Paul Laurence Dunbar, so any time she could that’s what we would read aloud. Now the problem presented by Dunbar is that it’s written in black English which we were not encouraged to speak at all. Yet there was Mrs. Smith, letting the ‘de’s and ‘dahs’ roll off her tongue with a smile. This was also true of my mother who lawled in her Dunbar as if she could she see Malindy right in front of us or Ike just as Dunbar described him. So I grew up in this strange world of contradictions.


Yes, we were Americans and my uncles fought in the wars, but we couldn’t try on hats in the store. We could take pride in Hughes and Dunbar, but we mustn’t use double negatives if any white people around. Yes we ate ‘chitlins’ but we mustn’t tell anyone one. Yes we traipsed off to the Veiled Prophet parade like the rest of St. Louis, not realizing we were watching a ritual that grew from white supremacy. The Veiled Prophet himself was clocked in satin and beaded robes. Now I think he should have been carrying a burning cross, but then I was drawn into the beauty of it all with the rest of St. Louis. There’s something about childhood that finds joy and excitement almost everywhere. Anyway all these tidbits about growing up in St. Louis will mean nothing to you, if I don’t talk about the veneer of elegance that is the city. No matter what kind of house or what neighborhood there were medians and granite sculpture at the end of the blocks. The bricks of the houses hid the crumbilin’ insides of many of them or exalted the many mansions. & Oh, the churches and synagogues were just like in the Bible, and our songs, especially “in my Father’s house there are many mansions;” which meant to me that there was a colored one for sure.


I stayed at Clark School for two years surrounded as folks like to say among my own kind, happy as I could be. Then one day a woman came to see a few of us. She took us in a little room where we had to repeat number backwards, define words, look at strange images and tell her what they were. It was all very strange. I think maybe ten of us went into this room and were asked to complete logical sequences of objects, ideas, things. This was the first clue that I was being singled out to join the true struggle of my people, but you couldn’t have told me then. The lady came back for a meeting with our parents and told them we had high IQ’s and belonged in the gifted program which for us was in a far off white working class neighborhood. They didn’t tell us we’d end up being the only colored children around, that we’d have to take a trolley and two buses, or that we weren’t welcome where we were going.


Going to Dewey School was nothing like what the children in Little Rock endured. There were no crowds or police, but there was a silence my sister and I met that was hurtful and intimidating. My fifth grade teacher Ms. Baldwin tried to Ameliorate the situation, but my classmates insisted that I was Greek or Sicilian. It was inconceivable to them that I was a Negro amongst them. This meant for a lot of tight rope walking. I didn’t want to do or say anything that might get me beat up and I still wanted to say ‘Yes, I am a Negro’. When a brown-skinned boy arrived the next year, my fate was sealed. Robert Alexander and I were paired off together to projects, to square dances. You name it, if we had to have partners Robert had to be mine. It was as if we were being treated ‘separate but equal’ in the very place integration was to be buoyed. But we weathered the ‘togetherness’ as best we could; exchanging as few words as possible. Here is my contradiction. I’d get on my bus to go home with such relief. Home was nothing but colored people and everyday I couldn’t get there soon enough. Yet, poor Robert and I couldn’t make a go of it in the very white environment we shared everyday.


On Windermere Place where we lived. There was always something going on: double dutch, kick ball, monopoly, or bid whist. We had free reign of the street, since only those who lived on it had the right to drive on it, so we rode our bikes right down the middle of it, or if we felt brave we’d ride up to the parking lot of Harris Teacher’s College and ride in circles around the parking lots. This when our parents sent out messages that we were ‘missing’ and we got in trouble. But this was not my only world, I lived in the world of books as well.


We were lucky that the Cabanne Street Library was within walking distance because I walked it as often as I could. To learn, to feel, in some cases to see. That’s where I discovered Susan B. Anthony and Toussaint L’Ouverture. I also read every Nancy Drew there was at the time. I found Carter G. Woodson “100 Facts about the Negro”1 and DuBois, Countee Cullen, James Weldon Johnson, and Jane Austin and Charlotte Bronte, Wild Bill Hickock and so many more. Then, too, my father brought home a mass of socialist literature like “The Ukraine” with a cover of a White woman surrounded by brilliant roses lauding the success of collective farming. Or he’d he’d have the latest “Science Digest”. Or my mother would sneak Books like Baldwin’s “Giovanni’s Room” or “Mandingo” into the house, but her favorites were Frank Yerby’s romance novels like “Foxes of Harrow”. She took special delight in Yerby because he’d made it in publishing and in Hollywood never denying he was a Negro as well. I loved books. I slept with them and tried to eat with them at my side, but mother insisted that I take part in dinner table discussion which was really interesting. My parents would facilitate discussions about the race and our individual lives. But, nothing was like finding a quiet place to hunker down with a stack of books, be they poetry or medical journals. I actually wrote a letter to one journal asking for more information about the newest discovery that could prevent pregnancy. I guess they were taken aback by an eleven year old wanting this information and wrote me the sweetest reply explaining that I should speak with my parents. That makes me laugh now, but then I was very serious. I also wrote away to a physicist who was working on the quantum theory who wrote me back too. And I knew for sure they wouldn’t have responded if they’d known I was colored. This is how racism warps one’s perceptions. I was raised when these perceptions: ours of white people and theirs of us were in violent upheaval and childhood did not last long. *Childhood however, can last forever in many lands and times, if you always keep a book near you. I do and I travel the world from my back porch.*










Coming of Age as a Writer



As a child I was raised on Paul Laurence Dunbar, Langston Hughes, and James Weldon1 the poets my mother felt comfortable with and held precious. Later she introduced Edna St. Vincent Millay, Robert Hayden, and Sterling Brown. So before the age of five, this was my literary world. I, therefore, never took to what was called children’s literature. Simultaneously, my father my father enveloped my world s a sea of black and Latin m.2 of all kinds. I listened to the early Miles Davis, Hank Mobley, Ellington, Count Basey through to Art Blakey3. Somehow the two worlds integrated themselves as one realm of sounds. This has never changed. If it hadn’t been for my parents obsessions. I would have had a traditionally classic education. I am saying all this because the dichotomy of learning that racism created for me has never disappeared. I have always had to think very hard about which audience I was addressing and which language I could use. I was smitten with the cadence and characters of black English and the rhythms of the bl.,4 jazz, and Afro-Cuban improvisations.


I stole Giovanni’s Room from under my mother’s pillow and The Invisible Man from my father’s bookcase. I scoured St. Louis libraries for biographies of artists and politicians mentioned over the dinner meal. So Toussaint L’Ouverture5 and Adam Clayton Powell Jr.6 were circulating in my head as one continuous phenomenon. Once I left the all black schools I attended in St. Louis, none of my teachers knew of whom or what I was talking about. This situation remained so throughout my graduate school. Although I applied myself diligently to Greco-Roman classics, French, English and Russian poetry, there was never a space for me to express the realities of my black/Puerto Rican worlds or to bring our language to the page. When I tried, which I did, I was told, ‘I was beating’ a dead horse’. This comment was specifically directed at a eulogy I had written for Malcolm X. I never challenged my Euro-American education because I was learning something and that was foremost on my mind. Very early on I was introduced to Consciousness –raising groups that drove me to discover/recover women’s art, verbal and visual. With a doggedness that still plagues me, I sought out fields of study which were not fields of ‘study’.


I have no idea of how I came across LeRoi Jones,1 Ted Jones, and Richard Wright, but I did. Immediately I found antecedents for whatever I was going to write or see. I wrote my first poem in high school during the Vietnam War. This poem focused on a small girl burning up in napalm while steadfastly holding on to her doll. I did not write again until my senior year at Barnard College, when a young white woman associated with the literary magazine mistook me for thulani davis2 and asked me to make sure I got my poems in on time. I was a bit miffed about this, so I wrote some poems, focusing on Jimi Hendrix and John Henry which they accepted not realizing they now had two blacks in the table of contents. Shortly after this I saw the Original Last Poets, not the current fraudulent group, but Felipe Luciano,1 Gylan Kain, and David Nelson who absolutely rocked my world as poets in performance that was also politically driven. Gylan Kain actually invited me to join the group, but I was pregnant before Roe V. Wade and had other matters to contend with.


Nevertheless, I met poets Pedro Pietri, Etnairis Rivera and Jose-Angel Figueroa who took me under their wing.2 It was at a fete for Jose Luis Gonzalez, the noted Puerto Rican fiction writer, that I read some poems publically at the behest of Pedro even though they were not in Spanish. That was a pivotal moment in my writing career because that meant that I could rely on my use of language to reach almost any language due to the musicality and rhythms present. Later I would begin to write bilingual poems using my familiarity with French, Spanish, and Portuguese. From that point on I was included in the poetry cadre that warm up audiences for the political speakers of The Young Lord’s Party which championed the culture and self-determination of the Puerto Rican people. This is how I learned to hold an audience, since we read at the projects, corners of the South Bronx and Lower East Side where the crowds were not expecting us. When I moved to California, my process remained evolved. I added an acoustic guitar to my ‘act’ and opened up on Main St. for a play about Angela Davis3 who was still incarcerated.


When I went to Boston to continue my graduate work, I joined the black Artist’s Collective. I was appointed Poetry Curator for our weekends of cultural activities. I met more black musicians with whom I would work, The M7s-Ra Brothers, David Ware, Scorch, and Bill Saxton.: all of whom have names for themselves. I invited poets from Rhode Island and New York City to come to our space to perform in our space. I had a band, Zaki and the Palm Wine Drinkards1 which was all percussion as well as a trio with Miles Cockfield (bass) and Gene Mason (horns). We worked very hard for ‘the door’ in Boston and Cambridge.


Between Boston-New York and San Francisco my skills evolved as a performer, a writer and dancer. I spent equal amounts of time studying dance as I did writing. The readings I put together for my self, after I was a featured poet at the Grant Street Bar and Minerva’s, always included music, dance, what they now call, the spoken word. Belonging to the Third World Communications Collective led me to such a depth of cultural reciprocity that my last group in San Francisco was black, Latin, Native and Asian and our band was Martiniquan, the jazz group integrated. This grouping of dancers, musicians, along with Jessica Hagedorn and myself, was known here, as ‘for colored girls…’ However, our program changed form night to night and space to space. We were gratefully supported by the black dance community. I imagine that the fact that I belonged to Ed Mock’s West Coast Dance Works, Halifu Osumare’s Company, and Raymond Sawyer’s Afro-Asian Dance Company, helped, but these choreographers believed in me as a writer as well.


Once I got to New York on the tails of our groups success at Minnie’s Can Do Club, I started dancing with Sun-Ra2 and the Heliotropic Arkestra and reading once a week at the Old Reliable Bar where many Beats had read before me. Subsequently, producers Woody King and Joseph Papp, heard about the shows I was giving and ushered me into a thoroughly foreign landscape which was theatre. Since then I have written four volumes of poetry, five children’s books, three, novels, four if we count the one I am currently finishing and a myriad of theatre pieces. I have performed with a galaxy of world renowned black jazz musicians, and danced with Dianne McIntyre’s Sounds in Motion and Jawole Za Zollar’s Urban Bush Women1…


Yet I have never had the opportunity to actually ‘study’ poetry. That is why I feel compelled to make this application to the New College of California’s Graduate Program of Creative Inquiry. I want passionately to be as acutely knowledgeable about form and metre as I am about the last thirty years of what we call \Great Black M. from Coltrane to David Murray. I need/want to know more about poetry. I do not want my work to be attributed to some nat’chel ability of the Negro to sing and dance. I am not Topsy and I can learn.2


From—
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They Are Safe for Now


Paulette Williams


There is a tiny child playing amidst trash and squalor.


Her play-pen is the cracked, cluttered pavement that shelters, too,


An old man, his pants infested with lice and dragging on the


Cement as he wanders thru the maze of depression.


But the child plays with her doll,


Oblivious to the despair enshrouding her,


Oblivious to the shattered face of the matted-haired doll.


She is safe for now.


There is a film of young men writhing on army cots,


Buckshot tangled in their limbs.


There are rice fields destroyed,


Fields spawning nutility in brilliant sunlight.


There is a tiny child playing amidst trash and squalor,


Burned huts and butchered bodies.


All around her, victims shrieking, pleading to die.


But the child is playing with her doll,


Oblivious to the horrors,


Oblivious to the shattered face of the matted-haired doll.


She is safe for now.


Those who play with shattered toys as if they were new;


Those who envision verdant glistening spaces instead of dismal ruin;


Those who see war heroes instead of dead soldiers:


They are safe… for now.










EARLY POEMS



[image: Ntozake Shange faces the camera. She wears a textured blazer and has bangs with a long lock of hair on one side.]


This section begins with early poems written soon after Shange’s graduation from Barnard College. Her transition from Paulette Williams to Ntozake Shange is apparent in her signatures, and she often placed a copyright sign after her name at the end of her poems. It was a way to claim ownership of her words and demand recognition. However, just as Shange prioritized her own actualization as a young Black woman artist, her work reveals how she was concerned with collective Black liberation. Her use of the lowercase in her signature is a sign of her participation in the radical Black political milieu of the time, one in which the individual was understood to be secondary to the collective, therefore one’s name and “I” were written in the lower case but “We” was capitalized. We also see her embrace of Black diasporic cultures with a particular interest in West African Yoruba traditions. Yoruba culture, generally speaking, was the source of many of the African retentions of the descendants of people enslaved in the Americas. In the Black Arts Movement it became one of the traditions overtly maintained. You can see in these poems, Shange describing her own fledgling experience adopting an Afrocentric identity and set of cultural practices in her young adulthood. Over the following decades, Shange would formally explore and embrace multiple continental and diasporic African traditions, and develop Pan-African liberationist politics. Finally, in this period she is beginning to combine the particulars of Black vernacular speech with her experiments in poetic form, structure, and content, planting the seeds of her signature style.
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