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Nikki Giovanni began as a poet smack in the middle of the revolutionary Sixties, translating Black Power into amazing Black art, poetry that sizzled, that ignited large, bold, and controversial ideas.  She is still writing poetry that ignites large ideas . . .  because they are ideas that move us, that are authentic and truthful, albeit she has traveled beyond fomenting a revolution on the streets to creating a revolution in our hearts and minds.  She writes in “Revolution Dreams” in her Re: Creation volume (1970) in Collected Poetry:

I used to dream militant                                                                                                                    dreams of taking                                                                                                                       over american to show                                                                                                            these white folks how it should be                                                                                            done . . .                                                                                                                                   then I awoke and dug                                                                                                               that if I dreamed natural                                                                                                          dreams of being a natural                                                                                                    woman doing what a woman                                                                                                   does when she’s natural                                                                                                          i would have a revolution (1-5, 11-16)  
What does she mean by “being a natural / woman” in order to have a “revolution”?  To be “natural” is to be “authentic,” to be true to oneself and to a meaningful idea—and authentic is the word that best describes Giovanni’s work after almost fifty years of writing poetry, teaching, and being a prominent national figure and speaker.  Nikki Giovanni is as close to being a living, breathing paragon of existential principle as one could ever hope to find.  Throughout the many turns and twists of her poetic path and the literary and personal choices she has made, she has been consistently “revolutionary,” though some critics have not fully understood or appreciated what she means by “revolution” and have lamented the passing of the youthful firebrand and what they perceive as “change” in her poetry—as if “revolution” were only war or street-fighting.  Virginia Fowler, Giovanni’s biographer and Virginia Tech colleague, has said this about her writing and the perceived want of consistency, suggesting a broader understanding of the term “revolution”:
What is constant in Nikki Giovanni, from her first book of poems to this most recent collection, are the  fundamental values that shape her vision of society, culture, and life itself: a belief in the necessity to fight injustice wherever it appears and in whatever form; a commitment to an historical perspective, to looking at the present with a fully informed sense of the past; a respect, often even a reference, for the past and present struggles of African-American people; a desire to find underlying connections between and among people and events; and, of course, an abiding belief in the integrity and power of the individual. (Prosaic Soul of Nikki Giovanni 378)
While this assessment is certainly true, it is that “revolutionary” thread that runs throughout her work that has remained constant as well.  In a 1983 interview with Claudia Tate, Giovanni responded to the charge of inconsistency in her work.  It is an interesting interview, as Giovanni is slightly irritated throughout, but the conversation captures the singularity of her spirit and our understanding of what she means by “revolution.”  Tate tells her that the “black revolutionary fervor of the sixties seems to be gone,” and she asks Giovanni whether the “revolution is over.”  Giovanni answers as only a poet would: “I bought three new windows for my mother’s basement.  Have you ever bought windows for your mother’s basement? It’s revolutionary!” (Conversations 133).  Giovanni goes on to say, “Sure the militant posture has left . . . but what do you want?  You want me to rewrite “Nigger can you kill / Can you kill / Nigger can you kill?”  I wrote it. . . . Now it’s time for me to do something else” (134).  She continues, “I’ve grown, and . . . if I share that growth, and I do, then my readers are allowed to grow.  I expect growth” (148).  In “Charting the Night Winds” she writes that

Art . . . and by necessity . . . artists . . . are on the cutting edge . . .                                                                      of change . . . The very fact . . . that something has been done . . .                                                                      over and over again . . . is one reason . . . . to change . . .                                                                                      . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                                                       . . . I changed . . .  I chart the night winds . . . glide with me . . . (26-28, 60)

For those critics who lament what they consider her “inconsistency,” Giovanni calls forth Emerson when she says: “ I’m very much afraid to be trapped by what I’ve said.  I don’t think life is inherently coherent.  I think what Emerson said about consistency being the hobgoblin of little minds is true. . . . If I never contradict myself then I’m either not thinking or . . . not growing.  There has to be contradiction [to be authentic]” (145).  Giovanni rejects being the kind of writer who pontificates: “We don’t need just one idea,” she says.  “We need somebody to encourage us to think” (148).  She echoed these sentiments in a 1986 interview for the Ohio Journal.  “I consider myself,” she says, “an individualist. . . . I’m an individual first.  I understand the problems of being a woman; I am a woman.  I understand the problems of being black; I am black” (157).  Her understanding of the function of “the poet” is similar to Whitman’s when he said that he was large and contained multitudes, or perhaps Shelley’s, when he defined poets as 
the hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration; the mirrors of the gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the present; the words which express what they understand not; the trumpets which sing to battle, and feel not what they inspire; the influence which is moved not, but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.  (“Defence of Poetry” 81)                                                      

Shelley meant for poets to be revolutionary, revolutionary in that they teach us to empathize, to feel, (or more precisely) to be human.  That is what Giovanni means by “the revolution” in almost fifty years of writing, innovating both in style and idea, and fighting for social justice.

While she has grown very broad in her interpretation of “social justice,” her focus was and is principally on achieving fairness and equity for “her people.”  She told Jill Scott in a July 2006 interview that the source of her work had “always been black Americans.  I am absolutely fascinated by what we are, and how we have conducted our business more than three hundred years in America” (Collected Poetry, “About the Book” 10-11).  In “But Since You Finally Asked” in her Collected Poetry, we can see why she has been so fascinated with her people: 
No one asked us . . . what we thought of Jamestown . . . 




            in 1619 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                                                       No one said a word . . .  in 1776 . . . to us about Freedom . . .                                                                         . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                                                   No one says . . . “What I like about your people” . . . then ticks off                                                                         the wonder of the wonderful things . . . we’ve given . . . Our song                                                                     to God, Our strength to the Earth . . . Our unfailing belief in for-                                                             giveness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                                               . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . I am proud to be a           



       Black American . . . I am proud that my people labored hon-                                                                              estly . . . with forbearance and dignity . . . I am proud that we                                                                             believe . . .  as no other people do . . .  that all are equal in His                                                                            sight . . . We didn’t write a constitution . . . we live one . . . We                                                                           didn’t say “We the People” . . . we are one . . . (1, 8, 14-17, 20-24)
One of Giovanni’s most famous poems, first published in the Re:Creation volume (1970) is called “Ego Tripping (there may be a reason why).”  It is a poem that certainly every African American child and every White child should read, and it is timeless in the way that some of Langston Hughes’ poems have become.  The rhythm is infective, the sentiments are affirming, and the history lesson a needed reminder about the “roots” of us all, whether we are African American or other:


    

I was born in the congo    









I walked to the fertile crescent and built 








    the sphinx 











I designed a pyramid so tough that a star 







                 that only glows every one hundred years falls 







    into the center giving divine perfect light 







I am bad    



I sat on the throne 










   drinking nectar with allah . . . 









My oldest daughter is nefertiti 









   the tears from my birth pains 









   created the nile 










I am a beautiful woman . . .    
I am so perfect so divine so ethereal so surreal 



                 I cannot be comprehended                                                                                        except by my permission                                                            


                                                                                                                   I mean . . . I . . . can fly 






             like a bird in the sky . . .                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Yolande Cornelia Giovanni

What are the more recent roots for Giovanni that inspired the “revolution” of her life and poetry?  She was born in Knoxville, Tennessee, on June 7, 1943.  Her formative years were immensely influential in shaping her later poetic ideas, and the Appalachian places, which are principally urban Knoxville and Cincinnati, as well as her close-knit family, provided the linchpins for that poetic life.  Nothing better expresses this idea than her poem “Knoxville, Tennessee,” in the 1968 Black Judgement volume; the sentiments are pure “Affrilachian,” though this word had not been invented when Giovanni wrote the following poem
:




I always like summer  










best 












you can eat fresh corn 










from daddy’s garden 










and okra 











and greens 











and cabbage . . . 











and listen to 











gospel music 











outside 












at the church 











homecoming 











and go to the mountains with 









your grandmother 










and go barefooted 










and be warm 











all the time 











not only when you go to bed 









and sleep. (1-7, 13-24)
No one looms larger in Giovanni’s life than her grandmother, Emma Louvenia Watson. Her home at 400 Mulvaney Street in Knoxville became the center for her extraordinary family and the focus of Giovanni’s childhood memories.  We need look no further than Emma Lou for the revolutionary spirit that Giovanni inherited.  Emma Lou grew up in Albany, Georgia, in the heart of a deep and very racist South in the early Twentieth Century.  She had married a teacher, John Brown Watson, a graduate of Fisk University, where Giovanni would matriculate.  The family legend about Emma Lou tells of her stopping by an Albany shop with John Brown to look at cloth in the early years of their marriage.  When Emma Lou offended a shop-keeper after she had refused to purchase a bolt of cloth he had shown her, the shopkeeper felt threatened and she fired back with the quick and wicked wit she became known for.  The tenor of the times being as they were, the family immediately packed John Brown and Emma Lou into a buggy and shipped them north that very night, and the buggy didn’t stop until they wheeled into Knoxville.  There Giovanni’s grandfather began teaching Latin and English to support their three daughters, Agnes Marjorie, Anna Elizabeth, and Yolande Cornelia, Giovanni’s mother and name-sake.  Giovanni reminisces about her grandmother in her introduction to her edited collection Grand Mothers (1984).  At the time she was a teenager living with her grandparents and attending high school in Knoxville, she recalls an evening not long after the Birmingham bombing.  Returning from church, Emma Lou called Nikki into the living room, hat still on her head from church: “Nikki . . . your grandfather and I are too old to march. . . . But when they asked for volunteers at the meeting tonight . . . I was the first to stand. . . . I told them: John Brown and I are too old to march. . . .  But our granddaughter Nikki is here. . . . And she will march in our place. . . . You better get on to bed since you have a lot to do tomorrow.”  The story as Giovanni tells it is recounted with typical teenage misery and musings about her grandmother’s manipulation of her (xv), but with a delightful edge of humor.  However, Nikki came by her own individual outrage at injustice long before Emma Lou arranged her first civil rights march.  She tells another story, also a humorous tribute to Emma Lou, about sitting down at the piano at around age five or six so that her grandmother might teach her to play like her older sister Gary, who “played like an angel.”  Emma Lou took a “number-two pencil” and knocked her granddaughter’s knuckles with each missed note.  Finally, Nikki had had enough and announced, “Grandmother, if you are going to be abusive, I am not going to sit here.”  Astounded at both her temerity and her vocabulary, Emma Lou declared, “Abusive! . . . Well I never,” and she proceeded to close the piano and ended the possibility of piano lessons forever for Nikki (xv).  Giovanni closes her tribute to her grandmother by writing: “Grandmother helped me become civilized.  She helped me see the little things are all that matter.  She taught me patience. She showed me how to create beauty in everything I do” (xvii).  Giovanni writes as well, “[I have] the footstool on which she rested her feet . . . .  I don’t have a fireplace, but the glow from 400 Mulvaney is in my heart” (xvi). 

In one of Giovanni’s most celebrated poems, “Nikki-Rosa,” the poet conveys in a few lines not only her childhood in Cincinnati but also the barriers that racism at that time in America set before struggling, middle-class African American families.  For Gus and Yolande Giovanni and their two daughters, Nikki and Gary (who “christened” her younger sister “Nikki”), the American Dream of middle-class prosperity was typical.  Gus and Yolande were part of the African diaspora or “great migration” north.  Both were college educated, but despite their degrees, achieving compensation commensurate with intellectual accomplishment wasn’t easy for Black Americans.  Gus held a variety of jobs, including bell hop, usually working two or three jobs at a time.  Shortly after Nikki was born, he got a position as math teacher in a school near Cincinnati; and in 1951, Yolande got a position teaching third grade at St. Simon’s School, an African American Episcopal school located in Lincoln Heights.  Gus’s real dream was to build a house in Hollydale, a new black housing development, but when he tried to get a loan, racist banking practices made that dream impossible, so he sold the shares he had purchased in Hollydale to make a down payment on a home on Jackson Street in Lincoln Heights (Fowler 9-10).  One picture that Virginia Fowler includes in her biography of Giovanni shows a dignified, middle-class Black family of the 1950s—Emma Lou, John Brown, their daughters and their husbands and four grandchildren, one of whom is Giovanni.  Poetry can tell us what a photograph cannot, about the closeness of that extraordinary family, the stress and disappointment they sometimes faced, and how they overcame adversity in a racist society.  “Nikki-Rosa” is a poem that reveals all the nuances and complexity of African American life at the time, and most important, Giovanni’s own words tell her story:



childhood remembrances are always a drag 







if you’re Black 











you always remember things like living in Woodlawn 






with no inside toilet 










and if you become famous or something 








they never talk about how happy you were to have 






your mother all to yourself and 









how good the water felt when you got your bath 







from one of those 










big tubs that folk in Chicago barbecue in 








and somehow when you talk about home 








it never gets across how much you 








understood their feelings 









as the whole family attended meetings about Hollydale 






and even though you remember 









your biographers never understand 








your father’s pain as he sells his stock 








and another dream goes 










And though you’re poor it isn’t poverty that 







concerns you 











and though they fought a lot 









it isn’t your father’s drinking that makes any difference 






but only that everybody is together and you 







and your sister have happy birthdays and very good 






Christmases 











and I really hope no white person ever has cause 







to write about me 










because they never understand 









Black love is Black wealth and they’ll 








probably talk about my hard childhood 








and never understand that 









all the while I was quite happy


As a child, Nikki Giovanni was mentored by many wonderful women whom she never forgot.  One of those women was her first and second grade teacher, Mrs. Scott, who knew exactly how to engage young minds, turning her lessons into active learning and hands-on experiences for children.  Another was Sister Althea Augustine, her 6th grade science teacher at St. Simon’s School in Cincinnati.  Sister Althea understood the perspicacity and exceptionality of her charge, recalling “a brilliant, precocious child, an avid reader and independent thinker and doer.  She would come to school at her convenience and leave the same regardless of school regulations” (qtd. in Fowler 13).  Consequently, Giovanni saw almost as many detentions as A’s.  Nonetheless, the love and acceptance of these special women, including her grandmother, and those beloved summers spent in Knoxville, made her childhood a happy one.  In her Chasing Utopia volume, Giovanni writes:




I have known these women









Have loved and admired them 









Have been afraid of and for them 





















I have slept on lumpy double beds 








That were covered with quilts 









Made by these women 










. . . have dreamed under those quilts 

. . . They are grounded in me 

And here I stand 






With arms wide open 






A song fleeing 







from my breasts 






from the goodness 







Of our grandmothers 

And I must sing  (“These Women” lines 1-6, 9, 62-69)
One of her favorite places as a child was the library: it was her refuge, her resource, her “university” for a precocious child that thirsted to know.  In the beautiful and poignant Acolytes (2007) volume, Giovanni writes about another of those women “loved and admired,” Mrs. Long, a Knoxville librarian:



Mrs. Long asking what are you looking for today 







When I wanted Leaves of Grass or alfred north whitehead 






She would go to the big library uptown and I now know 






Hat in hand to ask to borrow so that I might borrow 






Probably they said something humiliating since southern 






Whites like to humiliate southern blacks 








But she nonetheless brought the books 








Back and I held them to my chest 








Close to my heart (“A Poem for My Librarian, Mrs. Long” lines 27-35)

In 1958, when she was fifteen, Giovanni asked John Brown and Emma Lou if she could live with them.  This was a stressful period for Gus and Yolande, and their arguments were likewise stressful for Nikki.  Knoxville was always more like home than Cincinnati, so the move seemed the right thing to do.  She writes in “Saturday Days” that “Daddy would holler at Mommy autumn, winter, and spring.  I couldn’t wait for summer because we went to Knoxville to visit our grandparents” (Acolytes 27).  At 400 Mulvaney Street, Giovanni felt safe and comfortable.  She could sit on the porch glider and read, no jarring voices to interfere with the comforting quiet.  Knoxville provided some of her best childhood memories.  Nonetheless, it is likely that the spirited and precocious teenager was a handful for her grandparents, who complemented each other as soul-mates.  Gus was quite a few years older than Emma Lou and had long learned how to manage his feisty wife.  There is a lovely portrait of the two of them in “Saturday Days,” portrayed with Giovanni’s wonderful sense of irony and tongue-in-cheek satire.  She writes: 
On Knoxville Saturdays Grandpapa would go to the market.  This is most likely because Grandmother was both very pretty and very mouthy.  She took no prisoners. . . . If, for example, Grandmother had gone to the market, one of the white guys would probably say something totally out of line.  Grandmother would verbally abuse him then come home and tell Grandpapa.  Grandpapa would be honor bound to go back up to the Gay Street Market and ask for an apology.  Most likely that would not be forthcoming so Grandpapa would be forced to shoot the man.  The word would spread in both communities that John Brown Watson had shot Mr. White So and So and the black community would hunker down while the white community would liquor up . . . . so Grandpapa went to the market and Grandmother and I stayed home to clean. (27-28)


In 1960, when Giovanni was seventeen, Emma Lou heard about a Ford Foundation program that was testing precocious minority kids for early university enrollment.  It was a superb opportunity, and Nikki met the qualifications.  Thus, Nikki had the opportunity to attend one of the country’s élite African American universities, Fisk—among its graduates W. E. B. Du Bois and her grandfather John Brown Watson.  Giovanni talks about the event in her autobiography Gemini, written when she was twenty-five: “I went on to my grandfather’s alma mater, and got kicked out and would have disgraced the family but I had enough style for it not to be considered disgraceful” (7).  It was Thanksgiving and Emma Lou and John Brown would be dining alone, as would Nikki.  The rules at Fisk were strict for co-eds, and Giovanni chafed at the harness.  She did what she had a habit of doing in that singular fashion of hers—she left without permission to spend the holiday with her grandparents.  The Monday morning after she returned late Sunday night, she received a call to report to Dean Cheatum.  Giovanni recalls: “She said, ‘Miss Giovanni,’ in a way I’ve been hearing all my life, in a way I’ve heard so long I know I’m on the right track when I hear it, and shook my head.  I was ‘released from the school’ February 1 because my ‘attitude did not fit those of a Fisk woman.’ Grandpapa died in April and I was glad it was warm because he hated the cold so badly” (7-8).  Giovanni and her mother drove to Knoxville for the funeral with Gary’s son Chris.  They remained with Emma Lou until well after everyone had left, and finally, “early Saturday morning,” Emma Lou got up and made fried chicken for them. “Nobody said we were leaving,” Giovanni recalled, “but we were. And we all walked down the hill to the car.  And kissed.  And I looked at her standing there so bravely trying not to think what I was trying not to feel” (8).  The image has remained with Giovanni to this day, as she writes almost fifty years later in “The Change of Life” in the Acolytes volume: “I don’t remember waving good-bye to my Grandmother after we buried Grandpapa . . . her standing on the front porch so small and all alone . . . and me not understanding why I couldn’t make it better (37).

After her grandfather’s death, Giovanni worked at Walgreen’s, took some courses at the University of Cincinnati, and even did some volunteer work (Fowler 18).  However, in 1964, she returned to Fisk.  Dean Cheatum, who had dismissed her, was gone.  Her replacement was Jackie Cowan, who encouraged Giovanni to return.  She majored in history, organized the first Writers Conference at Fisk, bringing the likes of Gwendolyn Brooks and LeRoi Jones to the campus, edited the Fisk literary journal Elan, and published an essay in the 1966 volume of Negro Digest, “First Steps Toward A True Revolution,” which addressed the gender issues that marred the Black Arts and Black Power movements.  She was politically active, establishing a campus chapter of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) at Fisk, and was, for all intents and purposes, well on her way to becoming “Nikki Giovanni” (Fowler 19-21).  But it was Emma Lou who continued to inspire her.  She writes in 2007 in the poem “My Grandmother, A Book”:




Grandmother says We Must Exercise 








To stay strong 

I am strong for my Grandmother  






. . . We saw the Underground Railroad Museum and I learned 


All about history 

I am smart for my Grandmother 







. . . We watered and waited and waited and watered and a carrot 

flower 







Bloomed Grandmother says this is good 

I work hard for my Grandmother 


. . . While the muffins baked Grandmother told me stories 
                  About when she was a little girl 






. . . I love my Grandmother very much                                               (Acolytes lines 13-15, 22-24, 34- 37, 50)

Giovanni continued to make visits to Knoxville to see Emma Lou, who, because of an urban “renewal project,” had been forced to leave 400 Mulvaney Street, with all its rich family memories.  Giovanni noticed on one of those visits that her grandmother’s left leg appeared to be shriveling.  Emma Lou, who had never said a word about her unseemly dismissal from Fisk, told her, “I just want to see you graduate.”  Giovanni notes: “I graduated February 4 [1967]. She died March 8” (Gemini 10-11).   Emma Lou Watson had given her brilliant granddaughter unconditional love.
Becoming “Nikki Giovanni”


Before she had left Fisk, Giovanni was already embracing the Black Arts Movement and becoming a political and arts leader at the university.  Truth be told, Fisk had revitalized and revolutionized her personal life, and she could achieve much more, returning to the university in 1964, than the callow 17-year-old would have accomplished there a few years earlier.  After graduation she moved to her own apartment in Cincinnati, where she edited Conversation, a Black arts journal, met H. Rap Brown, and organized the first Black Arts Festival in Cincinnati.  She also tried a brief stint in the University of Pennsylvania’s School of Social Work and then attended Columbia University’s School of Fine Arts for a short period while living in Wilmington, Delaware.  However, 1967 and 68 were such monumental and tragic years, with the Detroit Riots and the death of Martin Luther King, Jr., that she threw herself into the revolution that the late Sixties became.  She writes in Black Feeling, Black Talk: 




The sixties have been one 









long funeral day











the flag flew at half-mast 









so frequently . . . 










I wondered what was wrong (“Love Poem” lines 4-7, 9)

For many, the Black Power Movement and the “Panthers” were a natural outgrowth of the Civil Rights Movement.  Given the tenor of the times and the extent of racism in America in the 1970s, they were necessary and a logical progression for the achieving human rights for African Americans; and, Machiavelli notwithstanding, they were inevitable.  In the poem “Black Power” from Black Feeling, Black Talk, Giovanni captures this evolution from the movement that Dr. King and Mrs. Parks had begun.  



But the whole thing is a miracle—See? 

















We were just standing there 







talking . . .  









When this cop told 








Tyrone 










Move along buddy—take your whores 






outa here 




















And this tremendous growl 







From out of nowhere 








Pounced on him 



















Nobody to this very day 








Can explain 









How it happened 



















And none of the zoos or circuses 






Within fifty miles 








Had reported 









a panther 









Missing

If Black Power and the Panthers were the rallying cry of the day, the Black Arts Movement was the handmaiden.  From 1965 until 1975, young writers, like Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones who is credited with starting the movement), James Baldwin, Giovanni, Maya Angelou, Rita Dove, Sonia Sanchez, Gwendolyn Brooks, and others, wanted to use art (theater, poetry, fiction, and visual art, dance, and music) to fuel Black pride and stoke the flames of the Black Power Revolution.  Books like Baldwin’s Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone and Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul on Ice spewed forth revolutionary ideas that rocked the country and caused considerable fear in the hearts of some white folks.  The poets became the heralds for the movement, and their words were rampant, brutal, raw, and shocking.   In Giovanni’s infamous “The Great Pax Whitie” in the Black Judgement volume (1968) she writes:




In the beginning was the word 









And the word was 










Death 












And the word was nigger 









And the word was death to all niggers 










. . . In the beginning was the deed 















And the deed was death 






And the honkies are getting confused 














. . . While our nigger in memphis 





was shot like their prince in dallas 





And my lord 








ain’t we never gonna see the light (lines 1-5, 67-70, 75-78)
For young African Americans this was an exciting, exhilarating time: the energy was palpable, the potential for change was immense, and yet the movement was male-dominated in the extreme.  Giovanni’s nonfiction addressed the gender issue and the not so veiled misogyny; and poets such as she, Sanchez, and Brooks found ways to embrace Black Power without the denigration of women, anti-Semitic sentiments, or homophobia that were unfortunately also part of the movement.  Thus the time was rife with debate, incredible artistic output, and seed-changes that included the establishment of Black presses, Black publications, and a Black identity that was vastly different from the non-violent protests of their parents’ Civil Rights marches and boycotts.  However shocking and unsettling, Black Power and the Black Arts movements were essential to the revolution, and the benefits to African Americans were inestimable.  Giovanni writes about this heady time in “Detroit Conference of Unity and Art,” referencing the second Black Arts Convention in Detroit.  She dedicates the poem to H. Rap Brown: 

We went there to confer
 






On the possibility of 






Blackness 








And the inevitability of 






Revolution (lines 1-5)
Despite the brevity of the Black Arts Movement, lasting only a decade, its legacy continues today—in the Black American cultural identity with Africa, the birth of the Kwansaa celebration, the articulation of a Black aesthetic, and the fostering of Black art, music, and dance.  There is little doubt that a remarkable cultural revolution was born in 1965, and Giovanni was in the center of it all.  As one wades through the numberless interviews during this period, she can’t help but notice that Giovanni is referenced again and again as “Princess of Black Poetry.”  Nikki Giovanni was charismatic, outspoken, fearless, and everyone wanted to hear what she had to say.  
In 1969, the New York Times published an article entitled “Renaissance in Black Poetry Expresses Anger,” which prominently featured Giovanni.  Her two published books of poetry, Black Feeling Black Talk and Black Judgement (1968), printed with money she had borrowed and with grants she had received, were placed directly in the eye of the public, and book sales skyrocketed.  She had become a best-selling poet (in itself a singular phenomenon, if not an oxymoron). She was invited to read, speak, and teach across the country, began receiving awards and plaudits, and wherever she went, she talked about the “revolution.”  Then in 1969, one of the most important events of her life took place.  She gave birth to her son Thomas . . . and for her, the revolution suddenly and dramatically changed, or perhaps not so much “changed” as “evolved” to a grander and more encompassing scale.
Family Matters

In Giovanni’s autobiographical Gemini, she gives her readers the account of her son’s birth in perhaps one of the funniest and most charming parts of the book.  The story is addressed to her son.  By this time, she was living in New York, was eight months or more pregnant, and had driven to Cincinnati for Labor Day, a propitious holiday indeed as it happened.  Driving her aunt’s Volkswagen, Giovannni found the 800-mile trip not the most ideal choice in the last month of pregnancy, but after an eventful trip on the turnpike in West Virginia, she finally arrived at Gus and Yolande’s.  Upon her arrival, Gary, her sister, promptly decided the family needed to name Nikki’s baby, whom Giovanni was already calling Emma, thinking she was having a girl.  After much female debate, Gus called from downstairs that “he” should be named “Thomas” after his father.  Giovanni assented, since she was certain her child’s name would be “Emma.”  As the visit progressed, Nikki began to feel very bad, and Gus told Yolande “You better go see about Nikki.  Those children don’t know anything about babies.” But Yolande, whom Giovanni describes as always preferring “not to be involved,” answered Gus, “They know what they’re doing.”  Gus and Yolande began to bicker, and finally Yolande went into Nikki’s room to ask if she wanted a beer. “You’re giving the baby a BEER? Lord, Yolande! You’re gonna kill the child,” yelled Gus.  All the while Gary was insisting Nikki was commencing to give birth, and Nikki was insisting that she wasn’t, since the baby was not due until the end of the month.  “I paid my hospital bill in New York and I’m not having the baby here,” she cried.  But despite its being 3:00 a.m. by this point, they decided, against Nikki’s protests, to call her doctor in New York, who told them to get to the hospital!  When they checked in, the doctor on call told them to take Nikki directly to upstairs, smiling at her, “You’re going to have a baby.”  “A BABY?” she shouted, “BUT I DON’T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT HAVING A BABY! I’VE NEVER HAD A BABY BEFORE!”  
As she narrates the story, Giovanni muses to her son, “You were probably counting on me to do the right thing and what did I know? I was an intellectual.  I thought things through.  I didn’t know shit about action. . . . Damn, damn, damn.  Why me?”  As her mother sat down calmly to have a beer with one of the ambulatory patients, Nikki was prepped for a Caesarean, since she kept falling asleep which was not a good sign for a normal birth.  The doctor told her helpfully that they would give her “a bikini cut.”  As Nikki tried to explain that she didn’t care how they did it but to just get the baby, the doctor announced “Whoops!” the bikini cut didn’t work, and something more substantial needed to be done.  As she passed into a nether world, she was startled by the doctor shouting, “I think we’ve got him.”  As the doctor announced she had a boy, Nikki  awoke and said: “. . . but I was having a girl.”  With that she fell asleep again, for a day and a half.  When she finally came to, she discovered that she did indeed have a little boy, Thomas Giovanni—“Undoubtedly.” She insisted, “the most beautiful, intelligent, everything baby in the world“ (53-60).  The Re:Creation volume contains a lovely poem about Tommy:





For Tommy





to tommy who: 











eats chocolate cookies and lamb chops 








climbs stairs and cries when I change 








   his diaper 











lets me hold him only on his schedule 








defined my nature 










and gave me a new name (mommy) 








which supersedes all others 









controls my life 











and makes me glad 










that he does 

The arrival of Thomas not only changed Giovanni’s world but altered the way others viewed her.  Interviews during this time reflect this idea, appearing to concentrate unduly on this singular part of her life and how she had redefined the notion of “family.”  Two decades before “Murphy Brown” rocked cultural expectations and the concept of the American family with her domestic revolution, Giovanni had to be fearless in addressing the public and the revolution that she had come to define.   In Conversations with Nikki Giovanni, she is asked by interviewer Lorraine Dusky about the institution of marriage, and Giovanni responds by asserting that though she believes in monogamy she does not hold much faith in the ritual of marriage itself. “Ridiculous,” she answers when pressed about her thoughts on the outworn institution.  “I just don’t think it works anymore.  It worked for what it was for—economics.  People should come together for a union based on what they feel, and not on need.”  She continues in this 1973 Ingénue interview with Dusky:  “I’m not an easy person to live with.  I value privacy and my own identity.  I want to take a walk when I want to, work all night when I want to” (52).  In a later interview, she is even more blunt, stating: “I had a baby at 25 because I wanted to have a baby and I could afford to have a baby. . . . I did not get married because I didn’t want to get married and I could afford not to get married” (66).   However, when she speaks of Tommy, her defiant tone changes:  “To protect Tommy there’s no question I’d probably give away my life. . . . I just can’t imagine living without him.  But I can live without the revolution, without world socialism, women’s lib . . . . I have a child.  My responsibilities have changed” (66).  As Giovanni continues to talk about the revolution, she asserts that she is still committed to change, but she says that “if it’s the revolution to kill a 74-year-old woman or to snatch her purse or to stab some woman in her hallway for $7 or $8, then I just don’t want the revolution. . . . This violence isn’t a revolution” (67).  In the same 1973 Ingénue interview, she says, “I don’t expect white Americans to be any better than they are, but I have high hopes for my people. . . . You bring me a man like Martin Luther King and you can talk revolution with me.  You bring me a man like Malcolm X and you’re obliged to talk revolution with me. . . . We have to educate the people . . . (67).

Being a Poet


If one thinks about how far the revolution has traveled since the 1970s—to the point where we have a Black President and, despite continued racism, growing inclusion in the country—it is clear that Giovanni began to see education as key to her work and her raison d’être.  She wrote in Racism 101 that “America may not be the best nation on earth, but it has conceived loftier ideals and dreamed higher dreams than any nation” (56).  Thus, where there is a scintilla of hope and a foundation of idealism, education is, as she is wont to say, “a good idea.”  Giovanni is principally interested in “ideas” and the accessibility of those ideas to everyone.  To bring poetry to “the people”—not just to the university, to  teachers of poetry, or to other poets—is what she is principally interested in.  Yet poetry for the people is not necessarily the object of the literary critic or the academic.  In a 1987 interview Giovanni says that poetry “is the only thing on earth that if you like it, there must be something wrong with it.  I’m really proud to be a poet who does sell” (Conversations 170).  She writes tongue-in-cheek along the same lines in The Prosaic Soul of Nikki Giovanni: “One of the most severe criticisms of Rod McKuen is that people read and enjoy him.  Imagine!  What nerve! Poetry isn’t to be read and enjoyed.  It’s to be difficult, dark, full of hidden meanings, allegorical, with strange images in even stranger words about some other poet no one ever heard of” (224).  Giovanni is also well aware of the patriarchal bias for an accepted iconography that is associated with white males, and anything that strays from the “great white whale” or the “battlefield,” whether it is Jane Austen’s “sitting room” or Gwendolyn Brooks’ “street corner in the ghetto,” will not be valued with the same reverence.  She writes again in The Prosaic Soul: “If Black writers write about slavery, we are told it’s parochial . . . .  When women write about the reality of our lives, it’s called too dull; when white men write their lives, it’s called heroic” (224).

Despite Giovanni’s poetic orientation toward ideas, that is not to say that style is unimportant to her.  However, style does take a secondary and supportive position to the point of the poem, which for her is capturing a moment or a profound idea.  In Acolytes (2007) she talks about “Serious Poems”:  




Poems are not advertisements braying 








For the good life 










They have serious work to do 









Birthing people burying people 









Celebrating joy mourning loss 









. . . Poems have serious business to do 








They need to bring down presidents who 








Start wars they themselves wouldn’t go to 







. . . Poems have to tell the truth 









Which is world holding up time 









They need to remind people of our sacred duty 







To remember the captured people whom we called 






Slaves 












. . . Poems are serious business 









And only serious people 










Should apply (lines 1-5, 9-11, 27-31,36-38)
She writes in Racism 101 that poetry “is the association of disassociated ideas.”  She likes “clear simple images, clear simple metaphors, making clear simple statements about not-so-clear, not-so-simple human beings.”  In others words, Giovanni says, “I believe poets like Robert Frost are apt to be highly underrated” (175).  Poetry, she writes, is “an art, not an academic exercise” (176).  And she asserts that “poets who don’t offend are not doing their jobs” (176).  As always, Giovanni’s most astute assertions about any topic are found in her verse, as one can see in this poem aptly titled “Poetry” from the My House (1972) volume: 




Poetry is motion graceful 









as a fawn 











gentle as a teardrop 










strong like the eye 










finding peace in a crowded room 
. . . poems seek not 






acceptance but controversy 
. . . a poem is pure energy 



                horizontally contained 





 between the mind 





            of the poet and the ear of the reader 



           if it does not sing discard the ear 




           for poetry is song 
. . . if it does not inform then close 




off the brain for it is dead 





if it cannot heed the insistent message 




that life is precious 
which is all we poets 





wrapped in our loneliness 





are trying to say (lines 1-5, 23-24, 27-33, 36-42) 
Thus, the ideas that infuse the best poems always emanate from the world around us, as she tells Virginia Fowler in a 1992 interview:  “[Writing] is always secondary.  And you cannot write in a vacuum” (Conversations 199).  So for Giovanni, writing is “the second thing that happens.  First you conceptualize it.  Or you experience it” (199).  Writing is not “the product. . . . It’s the by-product.  The product is life” (200).  In “The Artist” (Acolytes), she uses the image of Sisyphus to explore the delicate task the poet has of making us civilized:















We are  Sisyphus












 










We write the poems 










We paint the portraits 























. . . We push the rock up 










And we gently bring it down (lines18-20, 28-29)

In a brilliant poem titled “A Poem, for Langston Hughes” (The Collected Poetry of Nikki Giovanni 356), Giovanni wonderfully marries style and meaning as she expresses her ideas about composing in a “rap,” jazzy tone.  However, she makes clear that fundamentally poetry is about us, about human beings and being human (“when I take my rainbow ride / you’ll be right there at my side”):



diamonds are mined . . . oil is discovered 








gold is found . . . but thoughts are uncovered 




















wool is sheared . . . silk is spun 









weaving is hard .. . but words are fun 





















highways span .. . bridges connect 








country roads ramble . . . but i suspect 






















if i took a rainbow ride 










i could be there by your side 





















metaphor has its point of view 









allusion and illusion . . . too 






















meter . . . verse . . . classical . . . free 








poems are what you do to me 






















let’s look at this one more time 









since I’ve put this rap to rhyme 























when I take my rainbow ride 









you’ll be right there at my side 





















hey bop hey bop hey re re bop

Giovanni gets to the specifics of her composing process in her Sacred Cows in The Prosaic Soul of Nikki Giovanni.  She writes that every time she sits down at her typewriter, she is “beginning to write”: “The ‘beginning’ cannot be told until I know the ending.  I am, however, a writer very much grounded in my sense of place.  I need my own coffee cup, my own chair, but most especially my own typewriter” (261).  Thinking at the keyboard is different from thinking with a yellow pad.  “The sooner you can think on a keyboard, the less room you have for procrastination.  And all writers are great procrastinators” (261).  Giovanni is very conscious, as she says, “of the rhythm” of her poems, considering herself “a lyricist” (Conversations 183).  She asks her students always to read their poetry aloud, and she adds: “Write like you talk as long as it is good English . . . . Poor English is not acceptable.  You can use dialect if you know what you are doing [and if the poetic persona requires it], but you cannot split a verb[al] because you didn’t know any better.  You must write in Standard English” (Conversations 184).  Yet she adds, “Before you take liberties with the language, you better know what liberties you are taking” (184).  And before you can throw all to the winds of free verse, you need to study what Giovanni calls “classical poetry, to master the rules before attempting to break them,” and this means studying “Keats, T. S. Eliot, Milton, and Shakespeare”—she adds that Eliot and Sexton are her favorite poets.  The great poets, however, are to be studied, not to be imitated (184).  Finally, Giovanni confesses that her basic inspiration comes from within.  In her 2009 Bicycles volume, she gives us “My Muse,” with echoes the lines of Frost inviting us to join him at the pasture spring to enjoy a aesthetic experience—“You come to” (“The Pasture” line 4):





I am my own 











Muse 

























I delight me 











With my words 











Of both wisdom 










And wit 
























I teach myself 











So much 
























. . . Come 











Come 












Come to me 











Let’s explore 











A new world (1-8, 24-28)

Finally, Giovanni is acutely aware that literature, poetry in particular, creates the images and myths that shape and control us, so she understands precisely what feminist critic Carolyn Heilbrun means when she talks about seizing the language and the importance of telling our own stories (45-47).   Likewise, as Virginia Woolf lamented, a patriarchal language such as English is fundamentally and inherently an anathema to a woman’s experience and a woman’s mind, Giovanni is clearly suggesting that the disconnect between a patriarchal language such as English and her own experiences is a wide chasm, yet she is a poet despite this chasm.  Her insistence that this is also “her house” expresses her willingness to seize and bend the language for her own use; and her repetitive “I don’t know maybe it is / a silly poem” is her acknowledgement that she is happy to be “Other” precisely because she has seized and used the language for her own devices—a kind of “screw you” to the keepers of the patriarchy and the keepers of the language.  “My House” in The Collected Poetry explores these ideas:




i only want to 











be there to kiss you 










as you want to be kissed 










when you need to be kissed 









where i want to kiss you










cause it’s my house 










and i plan to live in it 























i really need to hug you 










when i want to hug you 










as you like to hug me










does this sound like a silly poem






















i mean it’s my house 










and i want to fry pork chops 









and bake sweet potatoes 










and call them yams 










cause i run the kitchen 










and i can stand the heat 























i spent all winter in 










carpet stores gathering 










patches so i could make 










a quilt 












does this really sound 










like a silly poem 











i mean i want to keep you 









warm 

























and my windows might be dirty 









but it’s my house 










and if i can’t see out sometimes 









they can’t see in either 























english isn’t a good language 









to express emotion through 









mostly i imagine because people 









try to speak english instead 









of trying to speak through it 









i don’t know maybe it is 










a silly poem  
























i’m saying it’s my house 










and i’ll make fudge and call 









it love and touch my lips 










to the chocolate warmth 










and smile at old men and call 









that revolution cause what’s real 









is really real 











and i still like men in tight pants 









cause everybody has some 









thing to give and more 










important needs something to take 





















and this is my house and you make me 








happy 












so this is your poem 

The lack of punctuation and her unconventional enjambment are her attempts to skew language rules even as she demonstrates she can use them perfectly.  The prescient images in the poem—the “quilt,” the “windows,” and of course the “house” itself—are carefully selected for the metacognitive meanings possible in the poem.  The quilt allows her to explore alternative art as Other, art which is not traditional and created by women or by any oppressed, alienated people not from the controlling class, while the “windows” suggest her alternative reading of the literary landscape and her unique use of the language as she bends, distorts, and makes it her own.   English, as she says above, isn’t a good language for expressing emotion, “mostly i imagine because people / try to speak english instead  / of trying to speak through it” (lines 31-34).  “Speaking through english” is exactly what any alienated “class” must do.  Her “house” is her poetic landscape that she creates from her imagination, her original use of the language to accommodate her reading of the world around her.  Her alternative reading of the literary landscape is a “revolution cause what’s real / is really real” (42-43).   “My House” is a gutsy, original poem about “revisionist mythmaking,” all the while Giovanni satirically and whimsically acknowledges to her readers she is well aware that this is a revolutionary (“silly”) poem.  Giovanni writes in The Prosiac Soul that “[a]ll systems require myths for their longevity. . . . The problem with myths is that they are believed by both those for whom they work and those whom they work against” (277-78).  “Our job” as poets, she writes in the Acolytes volume, “is to tame / These words . . . to perform / Properly” (“We Write” lines 14-16):

We learn to negotiate 





               The space between 




                Imagination and possibility 




             Reality and probability 





            We mold the world                                                                                                              Into our thoughts 





                 Our thoughts mold 






                                                  Us into a different                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        Perspective (23-32)
Still, the grandest part of Giovanni’s aesthetic is simply her shear love of those words, as she tells us in “Haiku, A Love Poem to Poetry,” found in the Acolytes volume:





  The words dance 










In the poet’s heart 










    Making her 











         Sing

A Love Affair with her People and Coming Home

In Racism 101, Giovanni writes “I am an american Black. Period. . . . For me, the noun is Black; american is the adjective” (424).  She goes on to explain her enduring fascination with her people’s ability to survive with grace in a country that had enslaved them and where racism continues to rear its ugly head with amazing regularity: “I have contemplated the meaning of my people.  I have wondered why we were chosen for this great, cosmic experience. We were not the first slaves in human history, nor were we even the first chattel.  We were, however, the first slaves who chose, after freedom, to live among our enslavers” (426).  What are the roots of this “love affair” that Giovanni has had with her people?  What beyond that extraordinary family and the teachers and mentors she grew up with, what beyond her experiences in the Black Arts Movement and association with the Black Power Movement caused her to be “absolutely fascinated by what we [her people] are, and how we have conducted our business more than three hundred years in America” (Scott 10)?

The superficial facts of Giovanni’s life after those first two books were published provide some clues.  After she became recognized as a spokesperson for the Black Arts Movement, she moved with Thomas to New York and began to make regular appearances on Soul, the Black Arts TV program, even producing and designing episodes.  She published her autobiography Gemini in 1971 and recorded Truth Is On Its Way with the New York Community Choir, an award-winning CD that sold 100,000 copies in its first six months, performing the selections at Alice Tully Hall in Lincoln Center.  She wrote essays for Encore magazine, published an interview with James Baldwin, A Dialogue: James Baldwin and Nikki Giovanni, followed by A Poetic Equation: Conversations between Nikki Giovanni and Margaret Walker (1974).  Volumes of poetry, children’s books, CDs, and essay collections came out like clockwork, among them Ego-Tripping and Other Poems for Young Readers (1973), Cotton Candy On a Rainy Day (1978), Those Who Ride the Night Winds (1983), Sacred Cows and Other Edibles (1988), Racism 101 (1994), Quilting the Black-Eyed Pea (2002), Acolytes (2007), Lincoln and Douglass: An American Friendship (2008), Bicycles (2009), and Chasing Utopia (2013).  With these came honorary doctorates, three trips to Africa, trips to Europe and Asia for the USIA, a plethora of plaudit and awards, including seven NCAAP Image Awards, Grammys, and recognitions as one of the premier writers and poets in America. 
In 1978, she and Thomas left New York when her father Gus had a stroke, returning to Cincinnati, where she paid the mounting medical bills and renovated her parents’ home so that she and her twelve year old son could care for her mother Yolande and Gus, who was also diagnosed with cancer.  She writes in Sacred Cows: “Those years could not have been easy, living with someone who was, in fact, dying. . . . Neither [her father nor Thomas] complained of the burden or the pain,” but the period was difficult, particularly for someone like Giovanni whose work demanded travel, a quiet place for writing, and engagement with the arts world (341).  Along this rough road, as is the case with all our lives, there were many moments when her world simply stood still: when she was diagnosed with lung cancer in 1994, (see “A Deer in the Headlights” in the Quilting the Black-eyed Pea volume), when Yolande and Gary died in 2005, followed by her friends Rosa Parks, Edna Lewis, Gwendolyn Brooks, and her beloved Sister Althea Augustine.  And while the tolling for each death did certainly “diminished” her, she continued doing what she does best: talking and writing about the ideas that were meaningful to her, and by extension to us all.

A turning point in her work came the year Thomas graduated from high school and she received a call from Virginia Tech asking her to come to their Blacksburg campus as Visiting Professor of English.  That short-term position turned into a full-time tenured professorship and eventually Distinguished Professor of the University.  Giovanni writes of this move to the Appalachian heartland: “[O]ne late fall or early winter morning came a letter from Virginia Fowler, associate head of English at Virginia Tech, inviting me to apply for Visiting Commonwealth professor. . . . Mom . . .  went to San Francisco [to live with Gary]. Tom would soon be graduating from high school [and would join the military] and . . . . I actually wasn’t busy, so I came to Tech” (Racism 101 129).  Giovanni found herself surprisingly very much at home in the mountains of Virginia.  She writes the mountains “are majestic.  The mountains and the people make this area one of the hidden gems of eastern America.  Just to awake to the fog lifting from the valley; to see the sun, on I-81 as your roll into Roanoke from Blacksburg, break the clouds” were sights to soothe her soul (131).  Her teaching load allowed her plenty of time to compose, and Virginia had elected an African American Governor, Doug Wilder.  The move seemed right and Appalachia seemed home.  Giovanni continues to feel this way.  In a recent poem called “When God Made Mountains,” in the Chasing Utopia volume, she writes:





When God made mountains 









He made runaway slaves 























. . . When God made runaway slaves 








He knew they would need a friend 








Not only in nature 










But of a human kind 










So he sent Mountaineers 










He sent white people who would not be a slave 







Nor own one  (lines 1-2, 24-30)

Giovanni writes in Racism 101 about moving to Appalachia as both a comfortable and natural evolution for herself, using the words of Maple Anderson who defended herself as an outsider after moving from Maine to Virginia to run for political office in the Commonwealth state: “All Black Americans came from Virginia.  We all landed here.  Some of us just went somewhere else for a while” (131).  In Chasing Utopia (2013) she says, “I am from Appalachia . . . [the] mountains with the early evenings and that great morning light made storytellers out of all of us. . . . And I like the sound of the quiet.  I’m a mountain girl.  I listen and make lists of what I hear” (44).

Giovanni’s professional successes have been legendary, but they have not come without war wounds and profound disappointments, as anyone in the spotlight well knows.  In a wonderfully perceptive poem called “When I Die” (My House, 1972), she forecasts into the future after she passes.  While the tone is satiric and ironic, her points about the dangers of the limelight and the vagaries of human nature are accurate.  She writes similar sentiments in later works (Sacred Cows 227), but this “satiric” version captures the downside of success, in pungent epitaphic terms: 
. . . please don’t let them read “nikki-rosa” maybe just 


     some black woman who called herself my friend go around 


        
and collect 







      each and every book and let some black man who said it was 
              negative of me to want him to be a man collect every picture 

         and poster and let them burn                                                                                    . . . and as soon as i die i hope everyone who loved me learns 


  
the meaning                                                                                                            of my death which is a simple lesson                                                                      don’t do what you do very well very well and enjoy it                                                        
it scares white folks                                                                                      and makes black ones truly mad                                                                                but i do hope someone tells my son                                                                                   his mother liked little old ladies with                                                                            their blue dresses and hats and gloves that                                                               
sitting by the window                                                                                       to watch the dawn come up is valid that smiling at an                                           

old man                                                                                                      and petting a dog don’t detract from manhood                                                           do                                                                                                                        somebody please                                                                                                        tell him i knew all along that what would be                                                               is what will be but i wanted to be a new person                                                           and my rebirth was stifled not by the master                                                               but the slave 
and if ever i touch a life i hope that life knows                                                             that i know that touching was and still is and will always                                               
be the true                                                                                                    revolution (lines 17-22, 26-48)
The “True Revolution”

The “true revolution” has been these poetic moments of moral profundity that Giovanni has shared with her readers over a career of almost fifty years, moments that have made us aware of social indiscretions, unfairness and injustice toward people we label as “other,” and revisions of accepted historical “facts” that foster prejudice.  In 2003, Giovanni was a contributor to the Smithsonian special exhibit called “In the Spirit of Martin: The Living Legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.”   The poetic musing that she gives us in “In the Spirit of Martin” (Quilting the Black-eyed Pea volume, 2002) credits all the individuals who made the work of Dr. King possible as well as eulogizing him as the extraordinary American that he was:  “This is a sacred poem . . . blood has been shed to consecrate it . . . wash your hands . . . remove your shoes . . . bow your head . . . I . . . I. . . I Have a Dream” (12).  For all those Blacks and Whites during the Civil Rights Movement who went to jail for their beliefs, she writes: “But what . . . Mr. Thoreau said to Mr. Emerson . . . are you doing out?”—meaning that our actions are more valid than our words.  And most important, she credits the Black women in the movement who made the revolution possible—the Fannie Lou Hamers, Jo Ann Robinsons, Septima Clarks, Daisy Bates, and Rosa Parks.  For these women and for Dr. King, she asks the question: “How much pressure . . . does the Earth exert on carbon  . . . to make a diamond” (13)?  The image represents all the sparkling diamonds of the revolution, the ones for whom we make monuments and pay homage and those whom she asks us to remember.
While Giovanni has not always been happy with Black leadership (nor they with her), the many individuals that have actually been responsible for the revolution have remained close to her heart.  She writes in Sacred Cows: “There seem to be two common denominators to leadership of color: They hang on until they are carried away in a casket; and they don’t believe in any dissent.  To disagree with ‘established’ leadership is considered by those self-same gentlemen treason. This, despite the fact that they are supposed to be speaking for us” (335).  She goes on to say that if people have civil rights, “then the next task is to exercise them.  How do a people exercise civil rights?” Her response to her question is that they must act “individually” (336).  One individual who did exercise her civil rights was Rosa Parks, a true hero of the revolution for Giovanni.  Giovanni has returned again and again to the story of Parks, attempting to set the record straight for those who would diminish her significance by suggesting that she was an accident of the moment, a Black woman coming home from work who decided to take a seat on the bus because her feet were tired.  When she writes in the Acolytes volume that kids should “do the rosa parks,” Giovanni is suggesting that when they deliberately take a moral stand on issues that are important, they too will change the political landscape (“The Rosa Parks” line 1).   She addresses Parks in “The Seamstress of Montgomery,” also from the Acolytes volume: “History may well show you / Did not need Martin Luther King Jr so much / As he needed you” (lines 10-12).  Giovanni sets the record straight when she writes: 
When you sat down                                                                                                                                  When you kept your seat                                                                                                                                When you calmly gave permission                                                                                                                  For your arrest                                                                                                                                                You opened a window                                                                                                                                 That had been closed an Eternity ago                                                                                                                  By a kiss  (lines 20-26)

However, Giovanni’s prose poem “Rosa Parks” (Quilting the Black-eyed Pea volume) presents the clearest portrait of how “individuals” can create a “revolution.”  She begins by saying that “[t]his is for the Pullman Porters,” which is a curious way to commence a tribute to Rosa Parks.  However, what the poem is ostensibly about is the story of the murder of Emmett Till, the fourteen-year-old African American boy from Chicago who traveled by train to Money, Mississippi, to visit southern cousins in 1955.  To look at a picture of Till at this juncture in his life, he appears a bright-eyed, intelligent kid, callow, somewhat cocky and innocent of the world as most fourteen-year-olds are.  For an alleged comment that Till made to a twenty-one year old store keeper, Carolyn Byrant, her husband Roy and friends came looking for him, beat him until his eye was dislodged from his face, and then shot him in the head.  Tying a 70-pound cotton gin fan to him, they threw him in the Tallahatchie River, but the river returned him three days later so that the world would know Byrant’s deed.  Giovanni tells the story of how the Pullman Porters saved Till’s body when local officials wanted to bury him, as well as the case.  She writes that if Emmett Till had stayed on that train

he would have maybe grown a bit of a paunch, certainly lost his hair, probably have worn bifocals and bounced his grandchildren on his knee telling them about his summer riding the rails. But he had to get off the train.  And ended up in Money, Mississippi.  And was horribly, brutally, inexcusably, and unacceptably murdered.  This is for the Pullman Porters who, when the sheriff was trying to get the body secretly buried, got Emmett’s body on the northbound train, got his body home to Chicago, where his mother said: “I want the world to see what they did to my boy” (8-9)
As the story of Emmett Till’s murder and the Pullman Porters’ rescue of his body draws to a close, Giovanni finally gets to Rosa Parks.  Bringing all the players into the story of Parks, Giovanni posits the universal truth that we are all connected. She says that “this is about Rosa Parks whose feet were not so tired, it had been, after all, an ordinary day, until the bus driver gave her the opportunity to make history” (9).  It was no accident credited to tired feet that Parks started the revolution on that Montgomery bus; she was the “field secretary of the NAACP,” and she was the right symbol for the revolution.  Giovanni continues the story: 
This is about the moment Rosa Parks shouldered her cross, put her worldly goods aside, was willing to sacrifice her life, so that that young man in Money, Mississippi, who had been so well protected by the Pullman Porters, would not have died in vain.  When Mrs. Parks said “NO” a passionate movement was begun. . . . it was Mrs. Rosa Parks who could not stand that death.  And in not being able to stand it.  She sat back down. (9)
Giovanni’s “love affair” with her people, her awe at their grace, dignity, and perseverance, is likewise expressed with grace and dignity in one of her most charming and moving poems, “Quilting the Black-eyed Pea.”  Fascinated by space and those who risked their lives to get there (her interview of the first African American female astronaut, Mae Carol Jemison, a prime example), Giovanni uses the Mars program as a vehicle to make some of her most profound statements about morality, her people, and the political immorality of contemporary and historic times.  She writes:


We’re going to Mars    for the same reason Marco Polo rocketed                                                                                                                                                                             



to China . . . adventure 
We’re going to Mars    because whatever is wrong with us will not                                                                                

get right with us so we journey forth 






carrying the same baggage 







but every now and then leaving 







one little bitty thing behind: 





                   
maybe drop torturing Hunchbacks here; 





maybe drop lynching Billy Budd there; 





maybe not whipping Uncle Tom to death; 




maybe resisting global war.  (lines 1-2, 8, 17-25)
She wistfully, if unrealistically, hopes that perhaps “one day the Jewish community will be at / rest . . . . . . . the Christian community will be content . . . . . . the / Muslim community will be at peace . . . . . . . and all the rest of us / will get great meals at Holydays and learn new songs and sing in harmony” (29-33).  Then she suggests that our collective human nature is such that we must go to Mars; besides, it would be impossible for Mars to come to us:


. . . If Mars came here    it would be ugly 










nations would ban together to hunt down 







and kill Martians 










and being the stupid undeserving life 








forms that we are 










we would also hunt down and kill 








what would be termed 










Martian Sympathizers 










As if the Fugitive Slave Law wasn’t 








bad enough then 










As if the so-called War on Terrorism 








isn’t pitiful Now 
(34-45)

She laments that we have historically been unable to learn that we cannot always have “What we want /  When we want 
/ As we want” (48-50).  Nonetheless, she says “We’re going to Mars because we have the hardware to do it” (55).  Then Giovanni gets to her point: “So let me slow this down” (63), she writes:


Mars is 1 year of travel to get there . . . . . . . 







plus 1 year of living on Mars . . . . . . .







plus 1 year to return to Earth . . . . . . . 







=3 years of Earthlings being in a tight space going to 




an unknown place with an unsure welcome awaiting 





them . . . tired muscles . . . unknown and unusual foods . . . harsh 



conditions . . . and no known landmarks to keep them human . . . . (64-70)

At this point in her poetic narrative, as she renders a clear and lucid poetic statement about the fallibility of human beings, readers see exactly where Giovanni is taking them.  The lesson we can all learn from the Black experience in America is, in some respect, the answer to Giovanni’s own question posed earlier about “why we [African Americans] were chosen for this great, cosmic experience. We were not the first slaves in human history, nor were we even the first chattel.  We were, however, the first slaves who chose, after freedom, to live among our enslavers” (Racism 101 426).  Anyone familiar with the June 17, 2015, Charleston, SC, African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church massacre will understand the “capacity for grace” that the African American community has, which is the thing that has for so long fascinated Giovanni.

Giovanni brings this charming, whimsical, and profoundly important poem to its very serious close when she writes: 


The trip to Mars can only be understood through Black Americans 




I say, the trip to Mars can only be understood through Black Americans

The people who were captured and enslaved immediately 

                                    recognized the men who chained and whipped them and herded 
                                             them into ships so tightly packed . . .                                                                                                 . . . were not kind and gentle and concerned for the state                                                                       of their souls . . . no . . . the men with whips and chains were 


               understood to be killers . . . feared to be cannibals . . . known 



           to be sexual predators . . . 
But there reached a point where the captured could not only not





look back 











they had no idea which way “back” might be 




            

. . . when a decision had to be made: 








Do they continue forward with a resolve to see 






this thing through or do they embrace the waters 





and find another world  





                 [Then] in the belly of the ship a moan was heard . . . and someone 



          picked up the moan . . . and a song was raised . . . and that song 


                         would offer comfort . . .  and hope . . . and tell the story . . . (74-78, 80-83, 89-100)

In these lines Giovanni not only manages to make the logical leap from slave passage to America to NASA’s going to Mars, but she also makes a point about African American contributions to the American artistic and ethical landscape, a statement completed in the final stanza of the poem.  The extraordinary endeavor for human beings going to Mars is parallel to African Americans surviving in the New World—the moral fortitude needed for survival is what the earliest African Americans required and their descendants learned through the hardships of living in a racist and inequitable land.  The very gentle and whimsical nature of the remainder of the poem, as it brings closure to this amazing testimony of endurance, reveals the significance of the Black experience in America.  It likewise gives readers an understanding of the moral and ethical fortitude necessary for our survival on planet Earth, as Giovanni posits below: 



When we go to Mars . . . . . . . it’s the same thing . . . it’s Middle 






Passage 










.
 . . and that is why NASA needs to call Black America. 


They need to ask us: How did you calm your fears . . . . How 





were you able to decide you were human even when everything 





said you were not . . .  How did you find the comfort in the face 





of the improbable to make the world you came to your world . . . 





How was your soul able to look back and wonder

And we will tell them what to do: To successfully go to Mars 



and back you will need a song . . . take some Billie Holiday for 




the sad days and some Charlie Parker for the happy ones but 




always keep at least one good Spiritual for comfort . . . You 




will need a slice or two of meatloaf and if you can manage it 




some fried chicken in a shoebox with a nice moist lemon pound 




cake . . . a bottle of beer because no one should go that far with-




out a beer and maybe a six-pack so that if there is life on Mars 




you can share . . . and there you’ll see a smiling community 



quilting a black-eyed pea . . . watching you descend (101-102, 107-121, 124-12)
What is remarkable about the poems of the past twenty years is how inclusive they are.  Giovanni has a way of meliorating and mollifying, though certainly not compromising, profoundly serious moral positions by bringing everyone into the moral fold and assuming that we are all intelligent enough to understand, to feel, and to empathize as she posits a racial, gender, or moral concept.  Though her primary interest is certainly still her people, she has made the African American experience a touchstone for us all.  For example, she writes in Sacred Cows that “Black Americans did not come here of our own volition; yet I submit that just as slavery took away our choice so also did the overcrowded, disease-ridden cities of Europe” (The Prosiac Soul 373).  She adds, with touching humanity: “No one came to the New World in a cruise ship. They all came because they had to.  They were poor, hungry, criminal, persecuted individuals who would rather chance dropping off the ends of the earth than stay inert knowing both their body and spirit were slowly having the life squeezed from them” (373).

Another way Giovanni mollifies the exigencies and vicissitudes of life is through the comfort and context presented by fine food—food that comes from the heart as well as the cookbook, food that reveals our cultural and ethnic roots and represents our connection with each other.  References to food fill the writing of Giovanni, and the connotation of food invariably signifies delight, not just in culinary comfort but in each other.  “I Wrote a Good Omelet,” in the Night Winds volume, is a lovely example, where food and all pleasures of life are revealed within the context of the human connections we make with another: 



I wrote a good omelet . . . and ate a hot poem 







after loving you 
























Buttoned my car . . . and drove my coat home . . . in the 






    rain . . . 











after loving you 
























I goed on red . . . and stopped on green . . . floating 






somewhere in between . . . 









being here and being there . . .  









after loving you (Collected Poems, 337, lines 1-9)

An epicurean with a strong moral conscience, Giovanni has, in these latter years, allowed herself happily to be enveloped by what she loves and what brings one solace and pleasure in life.  In her Chasing Utopia volume, she writes: “I wish I could live / In a book” (lines 1-2).  In another poem in the volume   titled “I Wish I could Live (In A Painting)” and in “I Wish I Could Live (In Music),” she wants to be an “opera” aria, “a Spiritual,” or a “Gospel tune” (lines 5, 12, 14).  As in Yeats’ “Sailing to Byzantium,”  Giovanni is very much aware of the timelessness of art, as well as the necessity for Beauty in this fragile and flawed world in which we live.  Certainly, the tragedies of this life have become all too real for her—witness her tribute to the Virginia Tech slain in April 2007, “We Are Virginia Tech” (Bicycles volume)—and she increasingly sees these tragedies as parts of a single whole that includes the terrorism that has consumed modern life.  Still, she is now more than ever wedded to the simple pleasures and beauty of this world, and the significance and worth of even the smallest forms of life.  Whether because of the sum of her life’s experiences or her brush with cancer in 1994, she is increasingly aware of the circle of life and the connectedness of us all within that circle.  Giovanni writes in the Chasing Utopia volume that “[w]e are a journey—a poem.  Open us. Explore. Inhale. Wonder” (126).  The “revolution” that she spoke of in “Revolutionary Dreams” in 1970 (Re:Creation volume) is intimately tied to the revolution one is able to achieve in one’s heart (as Shelley had said) and is tied to one’s connection with others and what one can achieve with and for others.  In one of her most recent poems, “The Significance of Poetry” (Chasing Utopia), she expresses this idea succinctly: 





Poetry is to me 











Your voice 











Your touch 











Your laughter 











That feeling at the end of the day 








That I am 











Not alone (lines 17-23)

Nikki Giovanni is both circumspect and unrealistically modest when she references in Racism 101  Voltaire, who said that when all was said and done there was no magical Philosopher’s Stone for happiness, that “we must tend our gardens.”  Like Voltaire, whose garden was the revolutionary and sometimes incendiary writing that made him a “gadfly to the state,” Giovanni’s “garden” is again what Virginia Fowler asserts as “her vision of society, culture, and life itself: a belief in the necessity to fight injustice wherever it appears and in whatever form; a commitment to an historical perspective, to looking at the present with a fully informed sense of the past, a respect, often even a reverence, for the past and present struggles of African-American people; a desire to find underlying connections between and among people and events; and, of course an abiding belief in the integrity and the power of the individual” (Racism 101 6).  Giovanni says that like Voltaire, “I plant geraniums. [But no one] will remember that. I have an allergy to tomato fuzz. No one will care.  I write poetry and sometimes prose. No one will know me . . . let alone what I thought I did. But while I live, during this all too brief period between birth and death, my life and work have been meaningful to me. The rest is silence’’ (29).  And when a more playful side of Giovanni speaks, as in a 2006 interview with Jill Scott, we learn that she has much still left to say: “I feel like I am not peaking even yet. I have a new way of looking at things.  I’ve learned so much as a storyteller, I have so much more I want to give” (11).
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