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Read about Nikki Giovanni on the Poetry Foundation link at http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/nikki-giovanni, and click on the AHWIR Nikki Giovanni page at http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwir to explore the links and the critical essay on her work.  Listen to Giovanni read from Chasing Utopia at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uu0asheg7TI. 
Giovanni categorizes this lovely book a “hybrid”; what does she mean?  Look at the first poem in the volume called “Chasing Utopia.”  She tells us that Utopia, Sam Adams is an exquisite beer loved by her mother and her Aunt Ann.  Chasing Utopia thus is searching for the good life, the perennial philosopher’s stone, somewhat similar to what Voltaire’s motley array of characters are doing in Candide.  As you read through the book, what do you discern constitutes “the perfect beer,” the Utopia in which we will find contentment and happiness.  Mark the poems that follow the trail, that offer clues to the “good life” and the perfect world, illusive in such a flawed world as ours.  Assess the things that Giovanni finds and see what they have in common; what, when all is said and done, is Giovanni’s philosophy of “the Good.”  Also look for the autobiographical clues that offer enlightenment to the cold, hard facts of her “bio” above.
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 Giovanni’s 2009 book called Bicycles, Love Poems, was published after the terrorist massacre that that brought havoc and destroyed the peace-of-mind of the institution where she has taught for many years, Virginia Tech.  The devastation of that event is captured in the final poem in the volume, “We Are Virginia Tech (16 April 2007).”  Look at the video clip of Giovanni reading this poem at the memorial service for those who were slain in the massacre: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O-Qx9dIr-68.  What Giovanni offers in Bicycles, Love Poems is the ‘antidote” to such a horrendous event and indeed all the horrors of life (notice how she links the tragedy at her university with other tragedies of terrorism and devastation across the world and the region).  Read the poem “Podcast for Bicycles” and determine what a bicycle means to Giovanni; how does it appear to function as a symbol?
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 As you read Chasing Utopia, discern who have been the important influences on Giovanni’s life and work?  What are her thoughts about art—particularly literature, music, and painting?  Why does she side with the “grasshopper” rather than the ants when she recounts her grandfather’s telling of the fable to her, her sibling, and cousins—how is the grasshopper like the artist?  Why do the tales of Icarus and The Ant and the Grasshopper fascinate her and appeal to her?  Notice her propensity to put a new spin on these myths (revisionist mythmaking).  
