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Nikki Giovanni, 2015 Appalachian Heritage Writer-in-Residence at Shepherd University, is recipient of the Appalachian Heritage Writer’s Award, funded by the West Virginia Humanities Council.  She participated in a variety of programs throughout the year, including the West Virginia Common Reading Program, the West Virginia Fiction Competition, and the Anthology of Appalachian Writers Volume VIII.  Giovanni also came to the Eastern Panhandle of West Virginia, for a series of events, October 2-10, 2015.  Information about Giovanni, her writing, her life and work, including a variety of teaching tools, can be found at her residency website at http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/giovanni/. 
C&S:  As we read your work, there seems one overriding constant: your absolute insistence on being yourself, being true to that self, and speaking the truth as you see it at any given time.  Talk about where and how that admirable trait came to you. 

NG:  First and probably foremost I have always been a reader.  I love stories:  history, poetry. Songs, recipes; anything that tells a story.  When you love a narrative its easy to recognize that all you have to give is yourself.  Being true to yourself is probably all we give to anything or anyone.
C&S: Studying your work, we’ve also come to appreciate particularly your poetry and prose of the 1960s and 1970s.  When you re-read your poetry of that time, what are your thoughts—about style, content, etc.—as you compare your writing then and now?

NG: I am a freak for voice.  If all you have is you, then your voice has to be yours.  Young people think young; older folk see the world differently.  I don’t think there is a better or worse, but we share and learn.
C&S: We’re familiar with a number of writers who have recorded their work, but we cannot think of any poet who has done more with the spoken word and music than you.  Talk about your poetry CDs and why you feel this genre so important.

NG: My mother had a great voice but folks of her time had very little they could do with it.  I am not a singer but I love spirituals and jazz.  I think anything you love should go with anything you love.  So we thought to try it.  I’m glad it was embraced because in many respects we helped create what came to be known as “rap.”  If you love it, it will be loved.
C&S: We are struck with how your work has evolved in tone and theme over the years; and as your poetry spans such an interesting range of fascinating periods of American cultural change, we admire that it is not the same today as yesterday or will be tomorrow.  The work of Picasso took similar twists and turns in style and idea.  What would you say are the constants in your your poetry that have in fact resisted change?
NG: I would say to any writer, remember you are your first reader.  It should be interesting to you and you should be proud of what you are doing.  You change because you grow and learn.  I am not afraid to make what might be called a mistake if I know I am trying to find a path that makes sense to me.
C&S: Familiar as we now are with the genuineness, truth, and verisimilitude of your poetry, we wonder what you think today of your early and phenomenal success, as well as the label of “princess of Black poetry” that you received in the 1970s?  Do these plaudits and titles ever become tiresome?  How did you handle your success at such an early age?

NG: How can love be tiresome?  People are very nice.  I never did understand the complaint some so-called literary stars would make.  Sure you do have to put in a bit more time when you go to the farm market and you can’t run through an airport because someone may want a selfie, but that’s a wonderful price to pay for the work you are doing.  All the good stars, I know are patient with their audiences; the others are foolish. 
C&S: In an interview in the 1970s you said that you were convinced many Black Americans didn’t want to be free.  Why did you say that then, and do you still feel this way now?

NG: I was probably in a bad mood.  Everyone wants to be free, but some folk don’t want to pay the price for freedom.   I think the main price is changing our patience and our outreach.  Are we helping as best we can?  Are we a part of a community?  Are we polite?  Are we learning?  Freedom takes energy, and I am so proud of the folks who created Black Lives Matter or I Can’t Breathe as well as the folks who walked the streets.  I think, as a writer, my main job is to listen to the people without judging them. 
C&S: Talk about the latest spate of police brutality charges in places like New York City, Cleveland, and Fergusson, Missouri. What are your thoughts about how police brutality should be addressed?
NG:  I don’t think police need guns.  Period.  I would like to see police and mail persons walking a beat so that there are eyes on the community.  I think we need more police walking with partners.  We need mixtures of race and gender so that there is balance. I also strongly believe we need to decriminalize drugs.  We have caused some of our problems by making things illegal that have nothing to do with us.
C&S: Most Americans were shocked by the brutal murders in the Charleston AME Church in June of this year.  We know that you must also have been profoundly moved and affected by the scope of this violent act.  What are your thoughts about the reaction of so many Black Charleston leaders in the aftermath of the shootings, and why do you think this country is still experiencing these violent outbursts?

NG: I doubt that any person of color was all that much shocked.  We saw them blow up the church in Birmingham.  We have watched people of color be murdered and nothing done about it.  All folks my age remember Emmett Till.  What was so beautiful about Charleston was that the Black community reached out in forgiveness.  What a wonderful embrace.  That, of course, has nothing to do with justice.  Roof needs to be executed.  You have to talk to people in the language they speak.
C&S: We don’t recall reading much about your ideas concerning the Black church, particularly in the South.  The Church was intimately involved in the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s and 1970s.  Where do you think the Church is today, or is the Church for Black Americans becoming obsolete as it is for White people?

NG:  I don’t know if the church is obsolete for white folk, but I think the church is a garden for the growth of Blacks, still.  The music the love still comes from our Sunday mornings.  Not everyone goes all the time but the church that I, as a southerner, know it is relevant.  We embrace the narrative of service which Jesus stood for.

C&S: In an interview with Jill Scott in 2006, you stated that the source of your work has “always been black Americans.” Have the recent racial events in America influenced your current writing, if so, how?
NG:  I actually consider myself the quintessential existential.  I stay in the present while looking toward the future being informed by the lessons of the past.  I really don’t know how to separate my work from my time.
C&S: President Obama has fallen in the polls recently and gets a good deal of criticism, sometimes from Black Americans.  What are your thoughts about this President; do you think his election marked a real change in the racial divide in this country?

NG: I think he has failed to lead.  He had an opportunity to take the country somewhere and he chose the safer path.  I think his election offered hope, but that he failed to follow through.
C&S: You’ve written a good deal about women in the Civil Rights movement who were just as heroic as the men who dominate historical record.  Who are some of your special historical female heroes that you particularly admire and why?

NG:  That would be a book, wouldn’t it?  The mother of Emmet Till, Rosa Parks, Diane Nash, Dorothy Heights, Lillian Benbow, Jeanne Noble, Daisy Bates, Fannie Lou Hammer to name a few.   Each has done what she could to lift us all a bit higher.  We the younger women followed their brave, futuristic lead.  I hope they would be proud of us.
C&S:  What are your favorite Giovanni poems to read?  Why do you think people enjoy your poetry as much as they do, particularly hearing you read the poetry? 

NG: There is an old expression about looking a gift horse in the mouth.  I try not to.  I like most all of my poems and read them almost on my mood.  I’m really pleased that my work is well received.  I’m glad when I get a letter or note that someone is commenting positively on a poem.  I really don’t question it.
C&S:  We were struck by your tenacity when you had your brush with cancer and persevered through that serious health issue, seeking a second opinion and not giving up.  How do you think that event affected your poetry and writing, indeed your outlook on life?

NG: I don’t think it has affected my work anymore that if I hadn’t had that fear…and it was a fear.  I think life is a good idea and I am glad to be alive.  I’m sure when my time is up I will be sad.
C&S: You often mention friends and acquaintances in your work (such as Toni Morrison and Margaret Walker). What influences would you say these people have had in your writing? What would you like a new generation of writers to take from your work and use as inspiration?
NG: I’m really fortunate to have been alive during this era because so many great writers are living and writing now.  I hope my generation leaves the same footprints through the writing forest that will bring some fawn home, too.
C&S: Will you talk for a bit about the incorporation of food imagery in your poems?  Why are these images so prevalent and what is the significance of food for you?

NG: Food is fun.  My grandmother was a great cook, and I have had the pleasure of knowing Leah Chase and Edna Lewis and my own sister who were great cooks so I see food as an image.  Just as poets put images and metaphors together cooks put herbs and spices.  Its great fun, isn’t it?  Of course, we eat food, but I would starve to death, I believe, rather than eat that drive-through stuff.  Food is like making love:  it something you have to do for yourself if it is to be good.
C&S: We really like your take on the editing process for your poetry, as discussed in Chasing Utopia for example. Have you ever experienced a situation where you had to “unedit” your work to keep its authenticity? Are there any areas of your writing or writing process that you seek to improve?

NG: I always want to be as accurate as I can be with my work and as comfortable.  When you learn more you can do better though I must confess there are few poems that I think need to be redone.
C&S: Have you written anything that is so personal and dear to you that it will never see the light of day or publication? Or do you think that those are the best stories to share?

NG: Even personal stories have to mean more than your autobiography.  Just because something happened doesn’t make it a good poem because by that logic, I think, the lack of something would prevent me from imagining it.  When I die, there will be no discovered manuscripts.  I gave everything I have to give in life.  That’s all I have.
C&S: In Conversations, you discuss the importance of studying the classics, but also the importance of developing an independent voice in writing. What type of instruction do you give to you students about forming personal writing personas? 

NG: I remind my students that they are their first readers.  Is this interesting to you?  If so, then continue.
C&S: Why poetry? What draws you to that specific genre, rather than say fiction writing? 
NG:  I do read novels, but I look at stories differently.  If I had a choice of history or fiction, I would choose history because I know it all is a narrative and we take from any of it those aspects that make us stronger.
C&S: We enjoyed your poetic style and structure. What purpose does this unique style serve for you as a writer?  In what ways do you intend the structure of your poetry to affect your audience?
NG: As you have probably guessed by now I am my first audience, and I think that is good because any other way of looking at your work will make you crazy or arrogant.

C&S: What are your hobbies or activities that allow you to recharge?
NG:  I love to cook, and I garden.  I travel less and less which means I’m finding things around my house. I used to paint, and I have made a couple of quilts.  Mostly, I am lucky to have a few friends to play cards with or I suppose that should be against me.
C&S: You once mentioned a moment between Thoreau and Emerson to emphasize the importance of authenticity in one’s actions. With your long history of activism, what advice do you have to the upcoming generation about how to engage in an increasingly frustrating and polarizing world? 

NG:  All you can do is be you.  I think it’s very important not to let other people control who you are or who you want to become.   I’ll say it again:  Life is a good idea.  You lead yours and I’ll lead mine.  If we respect each other it will be a better life.
C&S: What advice would you give to someone who is trying to find his or her niche as a writer?
NG: Like yourself.  Find your niche as your own person.
