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Praise for

SAUL WILLIAMS

“Saul Williams is the prototype synthesis between poetry and hip-hop, stage and page, rap and prose, funk and mythology, slam and verse. . . . He avoids classifications, and empowers the human voice.”

—Mark Eleveld, author of The Spoken Word Revolution: Slam, Hip Hop and the Poetry of the Next Generation

“[Saul’s] a profound poet who inspires us. He challenges us to be individuals.”

—Russell Simmons

“One of the finest minds in the country has put pen to paper, voice to verse, and dug into the deep, rich planet better known as the souls of black folks.”

—Nelson George

“Saul is every kind of great artist combined into one. He is the best of every genre in one.”

—Nas

“One of the most recognizable poets in America, and [he] has established a worldwide fan base with his magnetic spoken-word performance. . . . With a lexicon matched by few, Williams illuminates hip-hop’s golden era while setting sights on the future.”

—Tyson Wheatley, CNN
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Dedicated to America Williams


. . . in a blackness so complete that the mind rebelled against it.

—Arthur C. Clarke



Foreword

“I’m a NGH too,” said the aboriginal kid in Redfern, as me and CX inspected his grafitti. “What’s up, my NGH,” said that Palestinian kid in Jerusalem. “Peace, NGH,” said the French boy on the Metro. There was the Sierra Leonian–German rapper who asked if I had any influence over other American rappers, because when Wu-Tang finished telling the audience, “I love y’all. Y’all my niggas,” the audience took it to heart and started saying it to each other and to the non-American blacks that lived amongst them. It went viral. In South Africa, they never asked me about the usage of the word “nigga”—it was always more about why there were so many rappers giving so much love to diamonds. “Don’t they know the ramifications in places like here and Sierra Leone where we mine them?” “Ain’t nobody thinkin ’bout that,” I would say. “Mothafuckas is caught up!” I had a little more swag in my speak in places like Soweto. Real recognize real and performs its greatest gesture. I was at home. But I sometimes visited places where no one of my complexion had ever been seen, where I sometimes had the opportunity to be somebody’s first. I remember Karlovy Vary: I arrived in a stone village, between mountains on a train from Munich. The day before I had visited the concentration camp in Dachau where, if memory serves, I was the only one there. I had no visible witness. Yet here, the people stared as if they had never seen anyone like me, except maybe on TV. Having no real sense of decorum, they stared with mouths agape. I was staring, too. It had only been five years since they had become an independent state. Western goods were just beginning to flood the market. Girls wobbled in high heels and cheap fitted jeans. The nightclubs played music that had until recently been banned. I remember dancing at like 4 AM to Prince’s “Pussy Control” in a riotous club called Hell, amazed that everyone knew the words. It was my first club experience where, literally, everyone in the place was dancing. Earlier that day, I walked through a narrow street when a little girl, maybe four or five, holding her mother’s hand, lit up when she saw me. Her mother, busy observing something in a shopwindow, felt her daughter’s urgent tug and followed her eyes to mine. Maybe I expected the mother to admonish the kid with the typical, “Don’t point.” Instead, her eyes widened as she picked up her daughter, never taking her eyes off mine, and she approached. With her daughter held out in front of her—the little outstretched hands—was like a medieval painting approaching on a dolly. The closer they got, the more the inquisitive wonder turned into a smile. With hands no more than a few inches from my face, the mother managed a meager, “Please.” I stood still. Looking into their eyes as they beheld me, the brush of small fingers against my face. The mother’s smile was careful in how she chose to savor the moment. . . . Her eyes watered as she mouthed, “Thank you” and then quickly hustled her daughter away. What else could I do but wonder . . . and wander? Yet, I never considered myself having truly visited a place without entering someone’s kitchen. In Belize, I had traveled amongst the Garifuna with no money. The Rastas amongst them kept me fed and always offered a spot where I could lay my sleeping bag on their floor. The Tamil in southern India just assumed I was Sri Lankan. In Paris, their great love affair had been with black American culture. I discussed politics, drank wine, hung out in Cameroonian dives, and made frequent trips to the farmer’s market.

I moved from Los Angeles to Paris, with my thirteen-year-old, in the spring of 2009. Voted for “change” and skipped town soon after. Wanted to peep it from the outside. America had so much to do with perception. Obama’s election was a global celebration. I remember arriving in Marrakesh during the primaries and the taxi driver from the airport was gleaming after I told him I was from the U.S. “Obama!” he said. “Inchallah, Obama!” After years of traveling, and studying abroad as a teenager, I was enamored by people’s perception of America. How they saw us. And my “us” was particular. In some places, they had never encountered a black American, yet they had surely heard of us. “Martyr Loser King!” was what I heard through their thick accents. “Nina Simone,” “Michael Jackson,” “Tyson, Jordan, take your pick . . .”

My daughter had the ominous experience of being in her eighth grade class at College Valmy, with about thirty other recent immigrants, when one of her classmates’ phone rang in the classroom. Typical no-no. The student, a thirteen-year-old Afghani boy saw the number and, without hesitation, answered. He spoke quickly, was quiet a moment, before he burst into tears and ran out the room. Another Afghani boy in the class stood and chased after him, stopping first to give the teacher a rushed explanation, while the students looked on in shock and confusion. The teacher looked at my daughter and said, “Your country kill his mother.” Not the response I expected, stashing my hash in its regular hiding place and belting out, “How was school today?” She said she sat with him at lunch and told him, “I’m not that kind of American.”

But here we were, now, back in America. The New York I’d abandoned fourteen years earlier had changed considerably. I’d visit my old haunts in Brooklyn or Greenwich Village, notice the pedestrians standing on the curb waiting for the light to change as I skipped between cars, thinking, “Where the fuck are the New Yorkers?” It seemed as if the city had been turned over to NYU students and bankers. I’d flash on the images of the Occupy movement, which I had studied from abroad, thinking, “So that’s it? Did the 1% win?” But despite the conundrum of finding affordable housing, where it was proven that the answer to my question was a simple and definitive yes, New York was being kind to me. Here I was being commissioned by my publisher to write a book of poetry. My earlier works had all been ideas and manuscripts that I had proposed to them, but this time was different. They knew what they wanted me to write about: America. They imagined it impossible to assert that nothing had changed. The election of Obama symbolized the beginning of a new era. An era that I had deliberately observed from the outside, and now was my turn to name it. Of course, the proposition was not exactly out of the blue. They were also proposing this after having turned down my most recent manuscript, a graphic novel. I had begun imagining the story of a hacker living in Burundi near the border of the Congo.

He grows up on a hill where, one day, purveyors discover coltan. The hill becomes a mine. He’s given the option of working or departing. After months of working in the mine, he sets off and wanders until he arrives in a burnt-out prairie of motherboards, wires, scraps, and monitors: an e-waste camp. The hacker, who actually isn’t a hacker yet, scavenges enough parts to build a wall, another wall, a roof, and lives in a shack built of old computer parts, with one question: How do u turn this thing on?

He dreams of an old wanderer that passed through his village as a child, who told him the secret of how to see the white dwarf with the naked eye, how to predict the flooding of the Nile. The binary equation the old man had used as proof of his origin, and the realization that he had grown up sleeping on the metal that now powers the future, would count as his explanation of how he innately understood how to code.

There’s something about this boy, like the Eden Abez song that Nat King Cole made famous. Our hero, this strange, enchanted boy, travels very far, very far, over land, away from the now heavily patrolled mine to a place where he attracts other young scavengers, refugees, pariah, escapees, runaways, orphans. One night, a few of them are eating and joking about their lot in life. They know they are not rich, but they also know that they have something and they decide to name it. Losers. They call themselves losers with pride. Perhaps it’s just about belonging. They determine that to be a loser is like the modern sense of being a sinner. They also come up with a new name for God: Motherboard.

    
Sinners vs. Losers


    Well, it’s the sinners vs. the losers

    and the losers win every time

    because the losers fight the system

    while the sinners lost in their minds.

    And if the losers are the winners

    then the winners are losers too.

    because the losers fight for justice

    while the winners lost in their truth.

    Lost in their truth.

    Lost in their truth.

    2xs

    He powers his computer and discovers the world: maps, movies, music, encyclopedias and dictionaries, digital compasses, news feeds and fashion. One night, they venture into town for a drink at a local bar called “Hell” and he meets a beautiful . . . well, at first, he’s not sure if it’s a girl or boy, and he doesn’t think it matters. Later, when they talk, she tells him, “I am a modem.” And that’s exactly who she is: Neptune Frost. When she returns to his makeshift cabin, she stares at the wall of monitors and recognizes a face drawn on a screen. “Martyr Loser King,” she says.

    BY THE TIME of my meeting with my publisher, I’d already demoed an album with the character, MartyrLoserKing, in mind. It was a multimedia project: an album, a graphic novel, and a play. The reason for the play was simple: I missed theater, and instead of going on tour with a concept album, I thought it would be cooler to stay put, dress the set, and perform the songs in the context of the story: a musical. I had already found producers for the play and a label to help me finance the production of the album. New York, which like I said was being very kind to me, was the perfect place to put this play on its feet. My publisher may have turned down the graphic novel component of the project, but this new proposal would be just one more thing for me to think of, and arguably something I’d be thinking of naturally: What was it like to be back in America?

    A few months earlier, after about thirty tries, I found a place and settled in Harlem. Most of the landlords I encountered in Brooklyn, quite frankly, didn’t trust an artist’s fluctuant income. Harlem was perfect and turned out to be what I missed the most. I wandered the halls of the Jumel Mansion listening to Birth of the Cool. I traced the footsteps of Dizzy, Bird, Nina, Ellison, Baldwin, Ellington, Billie, Langston. I had given myself a month to work on another project I had begun conceptualizing while in Paris: a work of historical fiction in the form of a screenplay based on the love story between Miles Davis and Juliette Greco. The story would begin with Miles at the Hotel America in Harlem, just after he had returned from meeting Juliette on his first trip to Paris. Lovesick, lonely, confused, he resorts to heroin. It’s not just Juliette—it’s the taste of freedom and the realization that it didn’t taste the same on these shores. In a month’s time, he’d gone from debating with Sartre, drinking with Picasso, making love to Juliette, and returning to a land where the love he had just experienced was against the law. He becomes a junkie and spends his days watching tap dancers battle. His father gets word of what his son is up to in New York and brings him to his ranch in Arkansas to kick the habit. There, Miles goes cold turkey and begins an incongruent dream of his time with Juliette: L’Héroïne.

    I spent considerable time interviewing Juliette Greco while in Paris. “What do you know about dating a white woman?” she purred over her chardonnay at the Hotel Lutecia. Part of what had interested me about Miles’s time in Paris was what he had unwittingly landed into the middle of: Saint-Germain-des-Prés 1949. Boris Vian, Miles’s host, who had the honor of making the introduction to his “little sister” Juliette, was in the middle of the highly publicized court case against his book, I Spit On Your Grave, which the Cartel d’Action Sociale et Morale had denounced, particularly after a gruesome murder had happened in a Paris hotel, where a man had strangled his mistress and left the book open, bedside, next to the corpse, with a sentence underlined, “I again felt that strange sensation that ran up my back as my hand closed on her throat and I couldn’t stop myself; it came; it was so strong that I let her go  . . .”

    One of the interesting points in the case was that Boris was being tried for translating “objectionable material,” when in fact, Vernon Sullivan, the black American author he had claimed to discover, was in fact himself. Boris played trumpet, sang, and had helped arrange to bring the Miles Davis Quintet to the Paris Festival International de Jazz, which would count as Miles’s first time out of the country, and more importantly, his first as a frontman, no longer under the shadow of Charlie Parker. Juliette had just begun shooting the poetic narrative, Orpheus, with Cocteau. Sartre had just completed his analysis of the Negritude movement in his essay “Orphee Negre” in the Foreword of the Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache, compiled by Léopold Senghor, future president of Senegal, and included Aimee Cesaire and the fiery poetry of black francophone intellectuals rejecting French colonialism, and in walks Miles. Sartre asks Miles, “Why don’t you marry Juliette?” The two couldn’t keep their hands off each other. The eighty-three-year-old Juliette bites her lip when she talks about it. I imagine Sartre as the friar in a fantastic rendition of “Miles and Juliette.” Black American Montagues and French-bohemian Capulets.

    “Because I love her too much,” Miles explains to Sartre. He couldn’t bear the weight of how their very open romance would be received back in New York and in the States. Years later, Miles visited Juliette in her suite at the Waldorf Astoria and left in a fury after the hotel’s maître d’ threw their food on the floor after seeing she and Miles alone in the room. He called her later that night and said, “I don’t ever want to see you again here, in a country where this kind of relationship is impossible.” That episode had happened in 1957, almost ten years after their initial meeting.

    That was almost sixty years ago, I think as I pass a group of black and brown teenagers being stopped and frisked at the exit of the D train on 145th and St. Nicholas. Harlem reminds me of Barbès, the African-populated district in Paris where I’d go when I needed some of that down-home spice in my food. It’s January, a month since I signed the contract to write the book of poems with my newfound impressions of the U.S. The meteorologists are throwing around terms like “polar vortex.” I’m heading to the studio to mix my wife’s first feature, which I’m scoring and musical supervising. An underground portrait of America, haunted, hollow, and pure. Shot in thirty-two states, it was her first extensive journey across the continent and country. For me, it was an opportunity to see America through the eyes of a stranger. She fell in love with New Orleans, was tickled to death by Dallas, took a picture of a sign at a gas station in Idaho that said anyone wearing a cross would receive a ten-percent discount. “This is America!” I told her. She couldn’t believe how many flags and crosses were visible from the highway. “Yep. What can I say?” I found myself repeating. What can I say?

    The music keeps creeping up in me. It’s a fairly regulated ecosystem. The reading inspires the writing, the writing is shaped through music, the music peaks and inspires a sonic idea, and then some. From keyboard to keyboard, I vacillate. A poet—Imamu Amiri Baraka—dies and I’m asked to speak at his funeral. I come across this passage:

    A typewriter?–why shd it only make use of the tips of the fingers as contact points of flowing multi directional creativity. If I invented a word placing machine, an “expression-scriber,” if you will, then I would have a kind of instrument into which I could step and sit or sprawl or hang and use not only my fingers to make words express feelings but elbows, feet, head, behind, and all the sounds I wanted, screams, grunts, taps, itches, I’d have magnetically recorded, at the same time, and translated into word–or perhaps even the final xpressed thought/feeling wd not be merely word or sheet, but itself, the xpression, three dimensional–able to be touched, or tasted or felt, or entered, or heard or carried like a speaking singing constantly communicating charm. A typewriter is corny!!

    WHEN I ARRIVE at the funeral, I’m amazed by the huge, building-sized American flag hanging from the extended ladder of a fire engine on the blocked off street where the service is taking place. The building is packed with activists, freedom fighters, social workers, Marxists, Muslims, musicians, artists, teachers, national/international dignitaries, and a marching police band with bagpipes and drums. I feel myself being sucked into a vortex. Later I’m forced to transcribe from a recording what I recited beside the coffin. I’m surprised to hear myself say, “This is a stickup.”

    I get an email asking if I’d like to audition for a Broadway musical directed by Kenny Leon. The play features the work of Tupac Shakur. I read about the production in Paris soon after his hologram appeared at a music festival and didn’t think it was a good idea. I read the script and begin to consider it. The Christian undertones concern me, but the opening lines of the play, taken from the song “My Block,” win me every time.

    I’M ZONING ON Pac. Something comes over me. Initially, I told my wife I want to land the role just to turn it down. Over the week of preparation, I feel myself beginning to catch feelings. I start to question how I’ll cope if I don’t get the part. When I arrive at the audition, I see a well-known actor and think, but of course. The piano player leans into it and so do I. I forget words and begin to freestyle. If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s rap and act. Wait, that’s two. Kenny Leon, who I was excited to meet, sits ice-cold behind the table. No smile. No sign of being impressed. He is swaying to the beat ’tho. Music is like that.

    I leave the audition and pass by the office of my old acting manager. I figure maybe I should be reconnecting with representation, do some more auditions, whatever. I stop by the office unannounced, as I used to when I lived in New York years ago. The guard at the door calls upstairs to see if it’s okay. He shakes his head as he hangs up the phone. “Sorry.” I buy a lottery ticket before I get home. I feel weird, somewhat depressed. I arrive home to an email asking if I can do a final callback on Monday. That Tuesday morning, they call me bright and early. Fuck. Another project. This one’s a job. I have a few shows to do with a jazz musician in Europe before I come back and start rehearsals. New York is whirlwind, a polar vortex.
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