“My House” by Nikki Giovanni 
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Read about Nikki Giovanni on the Poetry Foundation link at http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/nikki-giovanni, and click on the AHWIR Nikki Giovanni page at http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwir to explore the links and the critical essay on her work.  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” (Writing a Woman’s Life).  Likewise, as Virginia Woolf lamented that 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 presents a wide chasm, yet despite this chasm, she is a poet expressing her ideas in English.  Giovanni’s insistence that this is also “her house” expresses her willingness to take and bent 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” because she has seized and bent the language for her own devices—a kind of “screw you” to the keepers of the patriarchy and the keepers of the language.  As you read the poem below, look at the images: the quilt, the windows, and particularly the house.  What does she mean metaphorically by each?  Pay attention to all the food imagery in the poem; what does this suggest?  Why does she purposefully break some of the rules of the language in the poem, and what does she mean when she says “English isn’t a good language to express emotion through”?   “My House” is a gutsy, original poem about revisionist mythmaking, all the while she satirically and whimsically acknowledges to her readers that she is well aware that this is a revolutionary (“silly”) poem.  






“My House”





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 

