POETRY MAKES SOMETHING
HAPPEN

Poetry makes something happen, indeed. It makes you happen. It ma

your living happen, whether or not you deal with
tion a teacher also. If I never teach another ¢

eal poems is

ching, su 1is teaching. The only

human state I know of that is not teachir leep, and that is a property
which sleep shares with death.

I cannot separate my life and my poetry. I write my living, and I
live my work. I am a Black Woman Poet Lesbian Mother Lover Teacher

Friend Wa , and T am shy, strong, fat, generous, loya
ety, among other things. If I do not bring all of who I am to whatever I

do, then I bring nothin

you find here of use you will
use you will leave behind.
My poetry is not ¢ ate from my living,
we teach r person to create poetry i
to feel herself i . The
crucial. For that reason, of
pursuit of one’s
pursuit of one’s feelin | existence, and we are paid well
for refusing to feel ourselves. It is hard to feel anger and fury and frus
tration and grief. It is so much e
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indulge in the quick emotional jerk-off that passes as sentiment so often.
It is hard to accept the tr: of children shot in the streets of Soweto
as our tragedy. We are paid very well to refuse to feel. We are paid in poi-
sonous creature comforts, we are paid in false securities, in the spurious
belief that tenure might mean su 1, that the knock at m ht will
always be on somebody else’s door. As we sit here now, B hildren
and university studen impri d and tortured and killed on
the stree d in the prisons of South Africa. We are not separate from
that he . It has happened b in New York, it has happened in C
10, it has happened in Jackson, Mis:
and it will happen ag y
own? Yet we are intimately and vitally invol

no separate survival.
The teaching of poetry then is teaching the recognition of feelir

ching of survival. It is neither easy nor casual, but it is necessary

and fruitful. The role of the poet as teacher is to encourage the intimacy
As we learn to bear that intimacy, se fe ich rule our

lives and form our silences begin to los
probably always fraid, because we have been re 3 [fear]
of being revealed, of being ridiculed, of being different, of being hurt.
But as our poetry becomes stro
tant, the way being tired becomes less important. And we are used to
working when we are tired.

Poetry is not a luxury. For the quality of light by which utiniz
our lives has direct bearing upon the product which we live, and upon
those ct which we hope to bring about throu ose lives. This
is poetry as illun r i rough poetry that we give name to
those ideas which are, until the poem, nameless and formless, about to

be birthed, but alread . distillation of experience from wh

true poetry springs bir 0 as dreams birth concepts, as feeling

births ide: knowledge births or precedes understandin,
/e view our living in the european mode, only as a prob-

lem to be solved, we rely solely upon our ideas to make us free, for the
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white fathers told us it was our ideas alone which were precious. But as

e become more and more in touch with our own ancient and origi-
nal non-european view of living as a situation to be experienced and
interacted with, we learn to cherish our feelings, and to respect those

hidden and deep sources of our power from whence true kno

the e lasting action come. It is the fusion of these two ap
one to our surviv

thought.

bled by our poems,

ame after dreams or poems. For poetr
ion, it is the skeleton architect of our lives.
he white fathers have told us: I think, therefore T am. But the E
mother within each of us, the poet within each of us, whispers in our
dreams: 1 feel, therefore I can be free. Poetry coins the language to
press and charter the implementation of that freedom. Agostinho Neto
knew this, the poet who led his people of Angola to freedom.

But sometimes we drug ourselves with the dream of new ideas. The
head will save us. The brain alone will make us free. But there are no new
ideas and forgotten ones, new combinations and recognitions within
ourselves, together with the renewed courage to try them out, to dare

as those dreams which some of our ideas di And in the

t of our move toward change, there is only our poetry to hint at

ty made real. There are no new ideas, only new w
them felt, of m. them real. For within these structures which we live
beneath, defined by profit, by flat linear power, by institutional dehu-
manization, our feelings were not meant to survive. } e meant
to be kept around as unavoidable adjuncts or pleasant pastimes. Our
feelings were meant to kneel to thought as women were meant to kneel
to men. But women have survived, and our feelings have survived.
poetry. And there are no new p We have felt them all alre:
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have hidden that fact in the same place where we have hidden our power.
They in our dreams, they lie in our poems, and it is our dreams and
our poems that point the way to our freedom.
You have come here tonight to share my
cher. I pr
Learn to love the powi

good.
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