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INTRODUCTION

It is highly likely that the story of the people known as African Americans—the chronicle of their journey from captivity to an ever-evolving and complicated status as full members of American society—will become one of the most inspiring narratives in the development of human aspiration from the Dark Ages to the Space Age. The poetry of this group, ranging from the plaintive classicism of slave-born Phillis Wheatley:


               Filled with the praise of him who gives the light,

               And draws the sable curtains of the night,

               Let placid slumbers soothe each weary mind,

               At morn to wake, more heavenly, more refined.
(“An Hymn to the Evening”)



to the jazzy irony of Elizabeth Alexander, born some two hundred years later, in her dramatic monologue of the global sports hero Muhammad Ali:


                   I said to Joe Frazier,

                    … Always

                   keep one good Cadillac.

               And watch how you dress

               with that cowboy hat,

               pink suits, white shoes—

               that’s how pimps dress,

               or kids, and you a champ,

               or wish you were, ’cause

               I can whip you in the ring

               or whip you in the street



has served as pulse and barometer of both the panoramic American scene and the lives, individual and collective, of the members of one of its most integral ethnic groups.

America was the first true experiment in democracy in human history; the treatment of African Americans has been both this country’s greatest triumph and its greatest failing. “The Negro,” Richard Wright wrote, “is America’s metaphor”—a people uprooted from a traditional homeland and left to survive, endure, and create self and soul in a strange and hostile environment. The experience of American blacks offers not a marginal but an essential glimpse into this country—its darkest and brightest aspects, its promised equality and entrenched hierarchy, the violence upon which it was founded and the hope toward which it fitfully moves.

Our founding documents, despite their rhetoric—“we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal”—were never intended by their authors, many of them slaveholders, to be inclusive. But through what Kenneth Burke calls “the power of the negative” (when we say that we are something, for example a democracy, this implies that we are not something else, a feudal state), we are constantly prodded toward their stated truths. African Americans have from the outset been at the heart of this push-and-pull. As Ralph Ellison wrote: “Materially, psychologically, and culturally, part of the nation’s heritage is Negro American, and whatever it becomes will be shaped in part by the Negro’s presence. Which is fortunate, for today it is the black American who puts pressure upon the nation to live up to its ideals.”

There is another sense, beyond this reminder of the distance between our ideals and fact, in which African American culture and its artifacts are not just of marginal but of central importance to the nation. To be “American” is to be in constant search of one’s identity. Richard Slotkin, in his brilliant trilogy Regeneration Through Violence, The Fatal Environment, and Gunfighter Nation, argues that our national identity has in large part been formed by insecurity, Europeans needing in this strange land to justify their leaving the “old country” by claiming as their own the virtues and native mores of the new land, while at the same time asserting cultural superiority over the new land’s native inhabitants by claiming as their own the Old World’s values.

Our national identity has thus been formed as a constant flux of appropriation and contrast from and with the margins of society. This pattern continues to the present day—witness popular slang and pop music, with its use of black “hip-hop” beats and attitude, as they play against the persistent racism of our social institutions in what Ellison termed the “antagonistic cooperation” that unifies the country. Understanding this paradox of the mainstream’s relationship to minority groups is essential in assessing any aspect of black culture—for as much as it has been mocked and dismissed as “ethnic,” this culture is and always has been a fundamental part of who we are, who we all are, shaping everything from dress and music to speech itself, in what Ellison called the stretching, modifying, and expanding of the “American tongue.”

Insofar as their culture and work can be separated out, African American artists, in this instance African American poets, forced by the dominant culture, which constantly negates them, to question what it means to be human, American, and black, have kept closest in their writing to the definitive American quest for identity. Their work represents a unique blending of the public and private, as the lonely existential search for self-definition and transcendence becomes by necessity a public journey toward voice and freedom. This quest for identity and a belonging that will not compromise the self is the theme, if there can be said to be one theme, that animates the tradition from its beginning. To quote the spiritual, the endeavors of these authors are those of a “true believer far from home.”

[image: ]

The first black American poets, to follow the analysis of Robert Hayden, turned exclusively to British models of poetic practice, to Alexander Pope, Samuel Johnson, Jonathan Swift, and other contemporaries. Phillis Wheatley’s neoclassical stylings lack the element of personal psychology that we today consider an essential part of the American literary tradition, but this is true of all American poetry until the mid-nineteenth century. Emerson’s intellectual declaration of independence with its celebration of the self, it should be remembered, was not written until 1837.

African American poets writing before the Civil War—Jupitor Hammon, George Moses Horton, George Boyer Vashon, James M. Whitfield, and Frances E. W. Harper, among others—tended with few exceptions abstractly to explore the questions of slavery and freedom, drawing heavily on myth and allegory. While their poems are generally equal in quality to those written in the same period by Anglo Americans, they are of interest today largely for their sociohistorical relevance (George Boyer Vashon, James M. Whitfield, and Frances E. W. Harper published often in abolitionist periodicals) and for the feat of their having been written at all under conditions of slavery, social isolation, educational deprivation, and poverty.

The autobiographical element, the quest for self-discovery and voice characteristic of the American Renaissance launched by Emerson and exemplified in Frederick Douglass’s Narrative, did not enter African American poetry until after the Civil War, in the work of Paul Laurence Dunbar, James Weldon Johnson, Anne Spencer, Georgia Douglas Johnson, and William Stanley Braithwaite. The more intricate and personal literary journeys of these authors mirrored in part the changed national aesthetic, and in part the more gnarled and complex social situation that developed as the straightforward hopes of Emancipation and Reconstruction collapsed into Jim Crow in both the North and the South. In his intensely lyric meditations of love, yearning, and lamentation, Dunbar questions his personal and public status quo, expressing desire for a life and experience beyond that prescribed for blacks:


               I know why the caged bird sings, ah me,

               When his wing is bruised and his bosom sore,

               When he beats his bars and he would be free;

               It is not a carol of joy or glee,

               But a prayer that he sends from his heart’s deep core.



The fabled Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and ’30s represents a crucial turning point in the tradition, for at this point it could first be said to have become self-conscious, aware of itself as a tradition. In this period the first anthologies of African American poetry were compiled. Harlem Renaissance writers and critics encouraged an experimentation with form paralleling that of the modernists; works like Jean Toomer’s Cane embody a new melding of genres, tenses, and viewpoints equal to the highest literary accomplishment of any American. The small details, triumphs, and disappointments of black daily life that had occasionally been explored by poets like Dunbar and Georgia Douglas Johnson were brought to the fore and celebrated as valid subject matter by this new generation, by Toomer, Langston Hughes, Gwendolyn Bennett, Claude McKay, Countee Cullen, and Sterling A. Brown (discussed in further detail below). And poets like Cullen developed a nuanced, critical awareness of the black poet’s paradoxical relationship to the mainstream—marginalized and dismissed for being black and choosing black subject matter, yet conscious of great literature as an attempt to encompass just such questionings of society and self: “Yet do I marvel at this curious thing:/To make a poet black, and bid him sing!”

Robert Hayden, born just after these masters of the Harlem Renaissance, is another of the tradition’s luminaries. One of the most skilled practitioners in the English language, Hayden was dedicated in his work to an exploration of soul and race that has influenced all African American poets since as well as changed the way we see and read his literary ancestors. With poems such as “A Letter from Phillis Wheatley” and “Paul Laurence Dunbar,” Hayden strove to foreground the often-overlooked personal suffering (much of it socially imposed) that informed the work of these poets, giving them, as he once said, an inner life. In “Middle Passage,” “Runagate, Runagate,” and “The Ballad of Sue Ellen Westerfield,” Hayden explored collective and folk experience further to animate and foreground a painful, otherwise forgotten past. And in another vein, that of “The Night-Blooming Cereus” and “Ice Storm,” he voiced his own private loss and longing:


               The trees themselves, as in winters past,

               will survive their burdening,

               broken thrive. And am I less to You,

               my God, than they?



Gwendolyn Brooks, born just four years later, is another master of the tradition—pushing the rural folk subjects and voicings skillfully treated by Sterling Brown into the modern, industrial North, creating a record of an entire people that goes beyond anything in the mainstream American tradition and must be compared in its scope and vision with the work of Chaucer, Dante, and Joyce. Brooks has so deeply influenced how we see the black South Side of Chicago, the inner lives of its inhabitants, that she can be said to have helped create it in the popular imagination. Her 1950 Pulitzer Prize was the first ever awarded a Negro writer (Margaret Walker had, in another signal moment, been awarded the Yale Younger Poets Prize earlier in the decade), and in many ways marked the arrival of black poets into the national elite. But Brooks’s public, socially engaged career seems in the end to have won her no more of the wider culture’s regard than did Hayden’s quiet, almost monkish one gained him, reflecting again that problematic relationship of black writers to the mainstream: both poets have been underappreciated, underknown, and underpraised.

The African American poetic tradition from the post–World War II period to the present day has fragmented into several different, at times contradictory, strands, reflecting the complexities for both blacks and the nation at large of the movement into the modern and postmodern eras. Poets such as Jay Wright, Michael S. Harper, C. S. Giscombe, and Rita Dove have continued Hayden’s quest to locate the self in relation to the past; those in the Black Arts Movement and cultural nationalists, Amiri Baraka, Sonia Sanchez, and Haki Madhubuti (Don L. Lee) among them, have sought a more engaged and politically “relevant” poetic practice, one that would fuel or guide the kinds of radical political transformations these practitioners believe still necessary to the full purchase on the American promise.

A younger generation, featuring such poets as Yusef Komunyakaa, Thylias Moss, and Reginald Shepherd, is benefiting from an unprecedented access to the institutional life of the poetic establishment. These poets enjoy as well the postmodern freedom of the practitioner to draw from the whole of their tradition and of the world tradition, to publish any kind of poem, from blazing political tract to private love lyric—often in the same book or magazine—in any style, from four-beat rap quatrains to Spenserian sonnets. These poets at their best have used this freedom as a tool in exploring the complexities of their private lives as well as the related complexities and contradictions inherent in a nation that has given unprecedented wealth and personal freedom to so many African Americans while leaving many more mired in the socially constructed nightmares of the inner cities and impoverished rural South.
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But no broad outline such as the preceding of the African American tradition could serve to convey its importance and its troubled relationship to the mainstream so much as understanding in some depth the career and body of work of perhaps its most accomplished practitioner, Sterling A. Brown.

A consummate literary critic, writing seminal texts on African American art and folklore and having studied the Irish Renaissance with an eye toward applying its lessons to the situation of black Americans, Brown was also an extraordinary poet, capable of fusing his critical awareness with narrative, rhythm, meter, and tone to create a singular reflection of a people’s experience and consciousness.

From the “adopt” and “adapt” phases of African American poetry—its adoption of rhetoric and form from English poetry in Wheatley and others and its adaptation of these forms to distinctly black subjects in the Harlem Renaissance—this tradition could be said to have come into its own with Brown’s “adept” creation of an entirely new prosody. Though often confused with the work of “dialect poets,” poets who simply forced black speech into English forms in some of their poems (Dunbar and Hughes among them), Brown’s poetic project was in fact quite different. His life’s work was to foreground the “folk.” He strove to show that rural southern blacks in particular, while generally dismissed by white Americans, even those who worked for social reform, as passive sufferers, had in fact developed a system of active strategies for encompassing the harsh economic and social situations in which they found themselves. Brown’s poetry does not ennoble his subjects but serves to underscore their preexisting nobility.

Just as Yeats drew from folk myths to “create” a national identity, to voice the experiences and aspirations of a people written out of history, so did Brown turn to black folk myths, folk expressions, work songs, blues, and spirituals. His verse is not “dialect,” for no one talks like his narrators talk: rather, Brown distilled the rhythms of black speech and song, merging them with English form and rhetoric to create a wholly invented language that, as such, takes us both through and beyond history into myth, beyond the apparent face of things into the commonality of human hopes and ambitions hidden by social forms.

In the refrain of “After Winter,”


               Butter beans fo’ Clara

               Sugar corn fo’ Grace

               An’ fo’ de little feller

               Runnin’ space



Brown distills and prosodically sifts the words of a sharecropper to underscore his striving and deep humanity. The first line of this refrain consists of three trochées (stressed-unstressed), and the second line, also of three beats, continues this rhythm. In the third line Brown shifts the rhythm to iambic (unstressed-stressed) to create a tension strikingly resolved in the final line—where the shift back to trochaic rhythm comes as a slight surprise but at the same time (as it represents a return to the trochaic metric contract established at the refrain’s beginning) feels “right,” like a true resolution. The hard sound of the Ru in Runnin’, which contrasts with the soft vowels and consonants of the rest of the stanza, and the two beats of the final line, which oppose the three-beat lines throughout, give this line still further emphasis. With his creative patterning of vernacular speech, Brown thus makes his stanza act out the emotion of his speaker—his tenderness and delicacy in the first lines and, in the last, the sheer force of his hope and determination.

In “Southern Road,” Brown abstracts the rhythms of a work song to make it slightly more regular and so to emphasize the grinding, repetitive nature of the chain gang. In the following stanza he brilliantly compresses the tragicomic awareness of their situation through which the chain gang’s men, society’s lowest of the low, endure and so transcend it:


               White man tells me—hunh—

               Damn yo’ soul;

               White man tells me—hunh—

               Damn yo’ soul;

               Got no need, bebby,

               To be tole.



Few poets in the African American tradition have approached Brown’s level of vision and accomplishment, and no poet has been so overlooked. Brown received no awards for his poetry, though other, more immediately accessible black poets were feted in this time; and his third book, No Hiding Place, did not find a publisher until it was included in his Collected Poems.

This dismissal of Brown by the white publishing establishment, white critics, and even black critics, goes to the heart of the problem of the African American literary tradition and, beyond that, to the problem of the color line itself. In his book of essays Goin’ to the Territory, Ralph Ellison described a situation of the kind that Brown attempted in his work to encompass. Ellison wrote of a group of speakers from the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party in 1964:


To the facile eye, one of the men who talked there might well have been mistaken for the Sambo stereotype. He was southern, rural; his speech was heavily idiomatic, his tempo slow. A number of his surface characteristics seemed to support the stereotype. But had you accepted him as an incarnation of Sambo, you would have missed a very courageous man—a man who understood only too well that his activities in aiding and protecting the young Northern students working in the Freedom Movement placed his life in constant contact with death, but continued to act. Now, I’m not going to reject that man because some misinformed person, some prejudiced person, sees him as the embodiment of Uncle Tom or Sambo.



Brown’s life’s work was to hold up the face of this man and make us look behind it. He aimed to take his reader through the looking glass in a sense—into that part of society that “society” has defined itself against. His work was dismissed because the face he held up is in fact a looking glass: to see that face accurately we would first have to see ourselves, to see those things about ourselves and the country we have made that we still, even at this late date, do not like to see. The problem of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party worker’s identity is the problem of our identity; the centuries-long struggle for identity of African Americans in this country is not just a part of who we are, it is who we are. Ellison concluded his paragraph: “What’s inside you, brother; what’s your heart like? What are your real values? What human qualities are hidden beneath your idiom?”

[image: ]

Language has an essential role in the life of the United States; more than a tool for communication, it is the very stuff out of which the nation is made. From the simultaneous promise and betrayal of the founding documents—“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal” on the one hand, to “three-fifths of all other persons” on the other—what Americans have dared to dream, and say, has had a way of coming true. African Americans have pulled America with them from the latter quotation toward the promise of the former in their long journey, in Ellison’s stretching, modifying, and expanding of the American tongue beyond its first intentions.

As a nation we have regularly fallen asleep in the comfortable notion that we have reached the promised land, only like Jay Gatsby to be jarred awake by tragedy—John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, the Challenger and Columbine—to the reality that somewhere in our constant rush forward we have lost our bearings, things are not as we thought they were.

This existential void is the space in which African Americans have been forced to live; shut out of society, they have been forced to hear the invisible echoes, the tonalities above and below our rhetoric. And they have developed cultural strategies, most notably the blues with its tragicomic vision, to teach themselves and by extension all Americans to survive and endure. From the jazz age of the 1920s to the beat 1950s, the politically torn 1960s and ’70s, and the turbulent youth culture of today, the American mainstream has turned to black cultural forms to voice its heartache and discontent as well as its hopes and ambitions. The African American poetic tradition has borne witness to that space just out of sight that is the web of personal, social, and biological realities that in the end circumscribes us all—lamenting and celebrating what the poet Cornelius Eady has termed “this/Rent party above the/Slaughter-house.”

Torn from a past we have already forgotten and hurtling through the unknown world to an uncertain future, the heroes of American myth have all been “poor wayfaring strangers”—Hawkeye, Ishmael, Huckleberry Finn, the Invisible Man, and Shane. African American poets—Wheatley, Dunbar, Brown, Hayden, Brooks, Dove, and hundreds of others—have been on this same quest, the quest that is the true theme of American literature:


               Sometimes I feel like a motherless child,

               Sometimes I feel like a motherless child,

               Long ways from home, long ways from home,

               True believer far from home.



It is our hope that this book may help to carry that quest forward, doing honor to those who have gone on, encouraging those who read and those who write in the present day, and preserving one piece of our cultural heritage and promise for those Americans to come.

Michael S. Harper
Anthony Walton
May 1999
Providence, Rhode Island


JUPITOR HAMMON (1720?–1800?)

Jupitor Hammon was born on the Long Island plantation of Henry Lloyd sometime between 1720 and 1730. He remained the property of the Lloyd family, accompanying them to Hartford, Connecticut, during the Revolutionary War. Hammon achieved fame as an opponent of slavery. Though not as forceful a critic as Richard Allen or Prince Hall, Hammon argued for reforms in the chattel system as it stood and for the immediate manumission of younger blacks.

In 1761, at about the age of forty-one, Hammon published “An Evening Thought: Salvation by Christ, with Penetential Cries.” Seventeen years later he published a fairly long (twenty-one stanzas) poem entitled “An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatly, Ethiopian Poetess” (an early example of poetic discourse, one of the vestments of any poetic tradition). Hammon continued to publish his poetry and prose as the eighteenth century pushed toward completion, all the while remaining a slave. His poetry displays the strong flavor of William Cowper, an English contemporary, and of the hymnists Charles Wesley and John Newton, favorites of Hammon, a lifelong, devoted Methodist.

    An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatly [sic], Ethiopian Poetess, in Boston, who came from Africa at eight years of age, and soon became acquainted with the gospel of Jesus Christ.


1.




O, come, you pious youth! adore

       The wisdom of thy God,

In bringing thee from distant shore,

       To learn His holy word.




2.




Thou mightst been left behind,

       Amidst a dark abode;

God’s tender mercy still combined,

       Thou hast the holy word.




3.




Fair Wisdom’s ways are paths of peace,

       And they that walk therein,

Shall reap the joys that never cease,

       And Christ shall be their King.




4.




God’s tender mercy brought thee here;

       Tossed o’er the raging main;

In Christian faith thou hast a share,

       Worth all the gold of Spain.




5.




While thousands tossed by the sea,

       And others settled down,

God’s tender mercy set thee free

       From dangers that come down.




6.




That thou a pattern still might be,

       To youth of Boston town,

The blessed Jesus set thee free

       From every sinful wound.




7.




The blessed Jesus, who came down,

       Unveiled his sacred face,

To cleanse the soul of every wound,

       And give repenting grace.




8.




That we poor sinners may obtain

       The pardon of our sin,

Dear blessed Jesus, now constrain,

       And bring us flocking in.




9.




Come, you, Phillis, now aspire,

       And seek the living God,

So step by step thou mayst go higher,

       Till perfect in the word.




10.




While thousands moved to distant shore,

       And others left behind,

The blessed Jesus still adore;

       Implant this in thy mind.




11.




Thou hast left the heathen shore;

       Through mercy of the Lord,

Among the heathen live no more;

       Come magnify thy God.




12.




I pray the living God may be,

       The shepherd of thy soul;

His tender mercies still are free,

       His mysteries to unfold.




13.




Thou, Phillis, when thou hunger hast,

       Or pantest for thy God,

Jesus Christ is thy relief,

       Thou hast the holy word.




When God shall send His summons down,

       And number saints together,

Blessed angels chant (triumphant sound),

       Come live with me forever.




19.




The humble soul shall fly to God,

       And leave the things of time,

Start forth as ’twere at the first word,

       To taste things more divine.




20.




Behold! the soul shall waft away,

       Whene’er we come to die,

And leave its cottage made of clay,

       In twinkling of an eye.




21.




Now glory be to the Most High,

       United praises given,

By all on earth, incessantly,

       And all the host of heaven.



An Evening Thought: Salvation by Christ, with Penetential Cries


Salvation comes by Christ alone,

       The only Son of God;

Redemption now to every one,

       That love his holy Word.




Dear Jesus, we would fly to Thee,

       And leave off every Sin,

Thy tender Mercy well agree;

       Salvation from our King.




Salvation comes now from the Lord,

       Our victorious King.

His holy Name be well ador’d,

       Salvation surely bring.




Dear Jesus, give thy Spirit now,

       Thy Grace to every Nation,

That han’t the Lord to whom we bow,

       The Author of Salvation.




Dear Jesus, unto Thee we cry,

       Give us the Preparation;

Turn not away thy tender Eye;

       We seek thy true Salvation.




Salvation comes from God we know,

       The true and only One;

It’s well agreed and certain true,

       He gave his only Son.




Lord, hear our penetential Cry:

       Salvation from above;

It is the Lord that doth supply,

       With his Redeeming Love.




Dear Jesus, by thy precious Blood,

       The World Redemption have:

Salvation now comes from the Lord,

       He being thy captive slave.




Dear Jesus, let the Nations cry,

       And all the People say,

Salvation comes from Christ on high,

       Haste on Tribunal Day.




We cry as Sinners to the Lord,

       Salvation to obtain;

It is firmly fixed, his holy Word,

       Ye shall not cry in vain.




Dear Jesus, unto Thee we cry,

       And make our Lamentation:

O let our Prayers ascend on high;

       We felt thy Salvation.




Lord, turn our dark benighted Souls;

       Give us a true Motion,

And let the Hearts of all the World,

       Make Christ their Salvation.




Ten Thousand Angels cry to Thee,

       Yea, louder than the Ocean.

Thou art the Lord, we plainly see;

       Thou art the true Salvation.




Now is the Day, excepted Time;

       The Day of Salvation;

Increase your Faith, do not repine:

       Awake ye, every Nation.




Lord, unto whom now shall we go,

       Or seek a safe abode?

Thou hast the Word Salvation Too,

       The only Son of God.




Ho! every one that hunger hath,

       Or pineth after me,

Salvation be thy leading Staff,

       To set the Sinner free.




Dear Jesus, unto Thee we fly;

       Depart, depart from Sin,

Salvation doth at length supply,

       The Glory of our King.




Come, ye Blessed of the Lord,

       Salvation greatly given;

O turn your Hearts, accept the Word,

       Your Souls are fit for Heaven.




Dear Jesus, we now turn to Thee,

       Salvation to obtain;

Our Hearts and Souls do meet again,

       To magnify thy Name.




Come, Holy Spirit, Heavenly Dove,

       The Object of our Care;

Salvation doth increase our Love;

       Our Hearts hath felt they fear.




Now Glory be to God on High,

       Salvation high and low;

And thus the Soul on Christ rely,

       To Heaven surely go.




Come, Blessed Jesus, Heavenly Dove,

       Accept Repentance here;

Salvation give, with tender Love;

       Let us with Angels share.    Finis.




BENJAMIN BANNEKER (1731–1806)

Benjamin Banneker was born in Maryland in 1731. His father had been born in Africa; his mother, an indentured servant, purchased her husband’s freedom after their marriage. Banneker’s schooling at an integrated private school outside Baltimore left him with an extraordinary range of interests that included astronomy, engineering, and architecture. Through his close relationship with George Ellicott, a Quaker, Banneker gained access to a private library that enabled him further to pursue his studies, in particular in astronomy. Mayer’s Tables, Ferguson’s Astronomy, and Leadbeater’s Lunar Tables supplemented Banneker’s own research and culminated in the 1790 publication of his first Almanac.

Along with his scholarly accomplishments, Banneker was a vocal opponent of slavery. His 1791 letter to then Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, with which Banneker enclosed a volume of his Almanac, is one of the brightest examples of rhetorical protest against systematized bigotry. Jefferson’s expeditious and carefully worded response, as well as his forwarding of Banneker’s Almanac to Monsieur de Condorcet, secretary of the Academy of Sciences in Paris, and to members of the Philanthropic Society, speaks for Banneker’s dynamic voice and mind. Banneker later served on the commission responsible for constructing the street designs of the District of Columbia. He was not strictly a poet, but his “A Mathematical Problem in Verse” is yet another example of his talent and accomplishment. Banneker died in 1806.

A Mathematical Problem in Verse


A Cooper and Vintner sat down for a talk,

Both being so groggy, that neither could walk,

Says Cooper to Vintner, “I’m the first of my trade,

There’s no kind of vessel, but what I have made,

And of any shape, Sir,—just what you will,—

And of any size, Sir,—from a ton to a gill!”

“Then,” says the Vintner, “you’re the man for me,—

Make me a vessel, if we can agree.

The top and the bottom diameter define,

To bear that proportion as fifteen to nine,

Thirty-five inches are just what I crave,

No more and no less, in the depth, will I have;

Just thirty-nine gallons this vessel must hold,—

Then I will reward you with silver or gold,—

Give me your promise, my honest old friend?”

“I’ll make it tomorrow, that you may depend!”

So the next day the Cooper his work to discharge,

Soon made the new vessel, but made it too large;—

He took out some staves, which made it too small,

And then cursed the vessel, the Vintner and all.

He beat on his breast, “By the Powers!”—he swore,

He never would work at his trade any more.

Now my worthy friend, find out, if you can,

The vessel’s dimensions and comfort the man!1




1The greater diameter would be 24.7460 inches, the lesser 14.8476.




PHILLIS WHEATLEY (1753?–1784)

Phillis Wheatley holds a distinction that most poets suffer in reverse—her name is more widely known than her work. Those who have followed her in the African American tradition have tended to view her poetry with a mixture of gratitude and contempt, to be both attentive toward and dismissive of her influence. While citing her limitations as a poet, these critics nonetheless acknowledge her poetic efforts to be little short of miraculous given the high hour of slavery in America.

Wheatley’s work could indeed suffer at times from the sentimentality, prolixity, and overuse of allusion characteristic of the neoclassical style, but her keen awareness of the English tradition, her ability to translate emotion into language, and her abiding Christian faith are worthy of note.

Wheatley was born in West Africa, presumably in 1753. Her kidnapping for sale brought her to Boston; in July 1761 she was sold to John Wheatley from the slave ship Phillis. Wheatley would spend most of her short life in Boston. Encouraged in her early interest in books by her owners, Wheatley received great acclaim as a poet at the age of seventeen with her “A Poem, by Phillis, A Negro Girl in Boston, on the Death of the Reverend George Whitfield.”

Wheatley’s verse brought her international attention; in 1773 she traveled to London, where she was received by the countess of Huntingdon and was the object of a great deal of courtly interest. But before she could fulfill her arranged meeting at the court of George III, Wheatley, herself quite frail, rushed back to the American colonies to aid her ailing mistress.

After enduring an unhappy and poverty-stricken marriage, the loss of her three children in early childhood, and a long unproductive period, toward the end of her life Wheatley published several new poems displaying a patriotic (though poetically diplomatic) verve, indications, after all she had endured, of the importance poetry held in her life. Wheatley died on December 5, 1784. With the posthumous appearance of Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral by Phillis Wheatley in 1793, Wheatley became the first African American to publish a volume of literature.

On Being Brought from Africa to America


’Twas mercy brought me from my Pagan land,

Taught my benighted soul to understand

That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:

Once I redemption neither sought nor knew.

Some view our sable race with scornful eye,

“Their colour is a diabolic die.”

Remember, Christians, Negros, black as Cain,

May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.



    To S.M.,1 A Young African Painter, on Seeing His Works


       To show the lab’ring bosom’s deep intent,

And thought in living characters to paint,

When first thy pencil did those beauties give,

And breathing figures learnt from thee to live,

How did those prospects give my soul delight,

A new creation rushing on my sight!

Still, wondrous youth! each noble path pursue;

On deathless glories fix thine ardent view:

Still may the painter’s and the poet’s fire,

To aid thy pencil and thy verse conspire!

And may the charms of each seraphic theme

Conduct thy footsteps to immortal fame!

High to the blissful wonders of the skies

Elate thy soul, and raise thy wishful eyes.

Thrice happy, when exalted to survey

That splendid city, crowned with endless day,

Whose twice six gates on radiant hinges ring:

Celestial Salem blooms in endless spring.

Calm and serene thy moments glide along,

And may the muse inspire each future song!

Still, with the sweets of contemplation blessed,

May peace with balmy wings your soul invest!

But when these shades of time are chased away,

And darkness ends in everlasting day,

On what seraphic pinions shall we move,

And view the landscapes in the realms above!

There shall thy tongue in heavenly murmurs flow,

And there my muse with heavenly transport glow;

No more to tell of Damon’s tender sighs,

Or rising radiance of Aurora’s eyes;

For nobler themes demand a nobler strain,

And purer language on the ethereal plain.

Cease, gentle Muse! the solemn gloom of night

Now seals the fair creation from my sight.



On the Death of the Rev. Mr. George Whitefield


       Hail, happy saint! on thine immortal throne,

Possest of glory, life, and bliss unknown:

We hear no more the music of thy tongue;

Thy wonted auditories cease to throng.

Thy sermons in unequalled accents flowed,

And ev’ry bosom with devotion glowed;

Thou didst, in strains of eloquence refined,

Inflame the heart, and captivate the mind.

Unhappy, we the setting sun deplore,

So glorious once, but ah! it shines no more.




       Behold the prophet in his towering flight!

He leaves the earth for heaven’s unmeasured height,

And worlds unknown receive him from our sight.

There Whitefield wings with rapid course his way,

And sails to Zion through vast seas of day.

Thy prayers, great saint, and thine incessant cries,

Have pierced the bosom of thy native skies.

Thou, moon, hast seen, and all the stars of light,

How he has wrestled with his God by night.

He prayed that grace in ev’ry heart might dwell;

He longed to see America excel;

He charged its youth that ev’ry grace divine

Should with full lustre in their conduct shine.

That Saviour, which his soul did first receive,

The greatest gift that ev’n a God can give,

He freely offered to the numerous throng,

That on his lips with list’ning pleasure hung.




       “Take him, ye wretched, for your only good,

“Take him ye starving sinners, for your food;

“Ye thirsty, come to this life-giving stream,

“Ye preachers, take him for your joyful theme;

“Take him my dear Americans,” he said,

“Be your complaints on his kind bosom laid:

“Take him, ye Africans, he longs for you;

“Impartial Saviour is his title due:

“Washed in the fountain of redeeming blood,

“You shall be sons, and kings, and priests to God.”




           Great Countess,2 we Americans revere

Thy name, and mingle in thy grief sincere;

New England deeply feels, the orphans mourn,

Their more than father will no more return.

But though arrested by the hand of death,

Whitefield no more exerts his lab’ring breath,

Yet let us view him in th’ eternal skies,

Let ev’ry heart to this bright vision rise;

While the tomb, safe, retains its sacred trust,

Till life divine reanimates his dust.



A Farewell to America


I




Adieu, New-England’s smiling meads,

       Adieu, th’ flow’ry plain:

I leave thine op’ning charms, O spring,

       And tempt the roaring main.




II




In vain for me the flow’rets rise,

       And boast their gaudy pride,

While here beneath the northern skies

       I mourn for health deny’d.




III




Celestial maid of rosy hue,

       Oh let me feel thy reign!

I languish till thy face I view,

       Thy vanish’d joys regain.




IV




Susannah mourns, nor can I bear

       To see the crystal shower

Or mark the tender falling tear

       At sad departure’s hour;




V




Not regarding can I see

       Her soul with grief opprest

But let no sighs, no groans for me

       Steal from her pensive breast.




VI




In vain the feather’d warblers sing

       In vain the garden blooms

And on the bosom of the spring

       Breathes out her sweet perfumes.




VII




While for Britannia’s distant shore

       We weep the liquid plain,

And with astonish’d eyes explore

       The wide-extended main.




VIII




Lo! Health appears! celestial dame!

       Complacent and serene,

With Hebe’s mantle o’er her frame,

       With soul-delighting mien.




IX




To mark the vale where London lies

       With misty vapors crown’d

Which cloud Aurora’s thousand dyes,

       And veil her charms around.




X




Why, Phoebus, moves thy car so slow?

       So slow thy rising ray?

Give us the famous town to view,

       Thou glorious King of day!




XI




For thee, Britannia, I resign

       New-England’s smiling fields;

To view again her charms divine,

       What joy the prospect yields!




XII




But thou! Temptation hence away,

       With all thy fatal train,

Nor once seduce my soul away,

       By thine enchanting strain.




XIII




Thrice happy they, whose heavenly shield

       Secures their souls from harm,

And fell Temptation on the field

       Of all its pow’r disarms.



An Hymn to the Morning


       Attend my lays, ye ever honored Nine,

Assist my labors, and my strains refine;

In smoothest numbers pour the notes along,

For bright Aurora now demands my song.




       Aurora hail! and all the thousand dies,

Which deck thy progress through the vaulted skies:

The morn awakes, and wide extends her rays,

On ev’ry leaf the gentle zephyr plays;

Harmonious lays the feathered race resume,

Dart the bright eye, and shake the painted plume.




       Ye shady groves, your verdant bloom display,

To shield your poet from the burning day:

Calliope, awake the sacred lyre,

While thy fair sisters fan the pleasing fire.

The bowers, the gales, the variegated skies,

In all their pleasures in my bosom rise.




       See in the east, th’illustrious king of day!

His rising radiance drives the shades away—

But oh! I feel his fervid beams too strong,

And scarce begun, concludes the abortive song.



An Hymn to the Evening


       Soon as the sun forsook the eastern main,

The pealing thunder shook the heavenly plain;

Majestic grandeur! From the zephyr’s wing,

Exhales the incense of the blooming spring.

Soft purl the streams, the birds renew their notes,

And through the air their mingled music floats.




       Through all the heavens what beauteous dyes are spread!

But the west glories in the deepest red:

So may our breasts with ev’ry virtue glow,

The living temples of our God below!




       Filled with the praise of him who gives the light,

And draws the sable curtains of the night,

Let placid slumbers soothe each weary mind,

At morn to wake, more heavenly, more refined;

So shall the labours of the day begin

More pure, more guarded from the snares of sin.




Night’s leaden sceptre seals my drowsy eyes;

Then cease, my song, till fair Aurora rise.




    1Scipio Moorhead.

    2The countess of Huntingdon, to whom Mr. Whitefield was chaplain.




GEORGE MOSES HORTON (1797?–1883?)

George Moses Horton, at his best, was a poet of daring intensity and vast ambition. Born about 1797 in Northampton County, North Carolina, he was a slave for most of his life, until Emancipation in 1865. Horton, who taught himself to read, found his way into the hearts of many unwitting belles of North Carolina through his selling of personalized love lyrics to students at nearby Chapel Hill. He furthered his education by borrowing what books he could from these students.

Many of Horton’s best poems concern the topic of slavery. His “On Hearing of the Intention of a Gentleman to Purchase the Poet’s Freedom,” “On Liberty and Slavery,” and “The Slave’s Complaint” examine the slave’s position in clean and learned verses. “George Moses Horton, Myself” captures in its paced, cool contemplativeness and terse lyrics some of the unresolved strivings of the poet.

Horton had hoped to purchase his freedom with the sales of his first book of poems, The Hope of Liberty (published in Raleigh in 1829), the first full volume of verse published by an African American since Phillis Wheatley’s some thirty years before. But he fell short of this goal, living instead through three generations of Horton ownership.

The Hope of Liberty was reissued in 1837 in Philadelphia under the title Poems by a Slave. Horton’s second volume, Naked Genius, came to print in 1865, the year in which he escaped to the Northern infantry then occupying Raleigh. Little was heard of Horton after this point, and it is generally presumed that he lived the remainder of his life in Philadelphia, where he died in about 1883.

On Liberty and Slavery


Alas! and am I born for this,

       To wear this slavish chain?

Deprived of all created bliss,

       Through hardship, toil, and pain!




How long have I in bondage lain,

       And languished to be free!

Alas! and must I still complain—

       Deprived of liberty.




Oh, Heaven! and is there no relief

       This side the silent grave—

To soothe the pain—to quell the grief

       And anguish of a slave?




Come, Liberty, thou cheerful sound,

       Roll through my ravished ears!

Come, let my grief in joys be drowned,

       And drive away my fears.




Say unto foul oppression, Cease:

       Ye tyrants rage no more,

And let the joyful trump of peace,

       Now bid the vassal soar.




Soar on the pinions of that dove

       Which long has cooed for thee,

And breathed her notes from Afric’s grove,

       The sound of Liberty.




Oh, Liberty! thou golden prize,

       So often sought by blood—

We crave thy sacred sun to rise,

       The gift of nature’s God!




Bid Slavery hide her haggard face,

       And barbarism fly:

I scorn to see the sad disgrace

       In which enslaved I lie.




Dear Liberty! upon thy breast,

       I languish to respire;

And like the Swan unto her nest,

       I’d to thy smiles retire.




Oh, blest asylum—heavenly balm!

       Unto thy boughs I flee—

And in thy shades the storm shall calm,

       With songs of Liberty!



On Hearing of the Intention of a Gentleman to Purchase the Poet’s Freedom


When on life’s ocean first I spread my sail,

I then implored a mild auspicious gale;

And from the slippery strand I took my flight,

And sought the peaceful haven of delight.




Tyrannic storms arose upon my soul,

And dreadful did their mad’ning thunders roll;

The pensive muse was shaken from her sphere,

And hope, it vanished in the clouds of fear.




At length a golden sun broke through the gloom,

And from his smiles arose a sweet perfume—

A calm ensued, and birds began to sing,

And lo! the sacred muse resumed her wing.




With frantic joy she chaunted as she flew,

And kiss’d the clement hand that bore her through;

Her envious foes did from her sight retreat,

Or prostrate fall beneath her burning feet.




’Twas like a proselyte, allied to Heaven—

Or rising spirits’ boast of sins forgiven,

Whose shout dissolves the adamant away,

Whose melting voice the stubborn rocks obey.




’Twas like the salutation of the dove,

Borne on the zephyr through some lonesome grove,

When Spring returns, and Winter’s chill is past,

And vegetation smiles above the blast.




’Twas like the evening of a nuptial pair,

When love pervades the hour of sad despair—

’Twas like fair Helen’s sweet return to Troy,

When every Grecian bosom swell’d with joy.




The silent harp which on the osiers hung,

Was then attuned, and manumission sung;

Away by hope the clouds of fear were driven,

And music breathed my gratitude to Heaven.




Hard was the race to reach the distant goal,

The needle oft was shaken from the pole;

In such distress who could forbear to weep?

Toss’d by the headlong billows of the deep!




The tantalizing beams which shone so plain,

Which turned my former pleasures into pain—

Which falsely promised all the joys of fame,

Gave way, and to a more substantial flame.




Some philanthropic souls as from afar,

With pity strove to break the slavish bar;

To whom my floods of gratitude shall roll,

And yield with pleasure to their soft control.




And sure of Providence this work begun—

He shod my feet this rugged race to run;

And in despite of all the swelling tide,

Along the dismal path will prove my guide.




Thus on the dusky verge of deep despair,

Eternal Providence was with me there;

When pleasure seemed to fade on life’s gay dawn,

And the last beam of hope was almost gone.



Early Affection


I lov’d thee from the earliest dawn,

       When first I saw thy beauty’s ray,

And will, until life’s eve comes on,

       And beauty’s blossom fades away;

And when all things go well with thee,

With smiles and tears remember me.




I’ll love thee when thy morn is past,

       And wheedling gallantry is o’er,

When youth is lost in age’s blast,

       And beauty can ascend no more,

And when life’s journey ends with thee,

O, then look back and think of me.




I’ll love thee with a smile or frown,

       ’Mid sorrow’s gloom or pleasure’s light,

And when the chain of life runs down,

       Pursue thy last eternal flight,

When thou hast spread thy wing to flee,

Still, still, a moment wait for me.




I’ll love thee for those sparkling eyes,

       To which my fondness was betray’d,

Bearing the tincture of the skies,

       To glow when other beauties fade,

And when they sink too low to see,

Reflect an azure beam on me.



George Moses Horton, Myself


I feel myself in need

       Of the inspiring strains of ancient lore,

My heart to lift, my empty mind to feed,

       And all the world explore.




I know that I am old

       And never can recover what is past,

But for the future may some light unfold

       And soar from ages blast.




I feel resolved to try,

       My wish to prove, my calling to pursue,

Or mount up from the earth into the sky,

       To show what Heaven can do.




My genius from a boy,

       Has fluttered like a bird within my heart;

But could not thus confined her powers employ,

       Impatient to depart.




She like a restless bird,

       Would spread her wings, her power to be unfurl’d,

And let her songs be loudly heard,

       And dart from world to world.



The Slave’s Complaint


Am I sadly cast aside,

On misfortune’s rugged tide?

Will the world my pains deride

                         Forever?




Must I dwell in Slavery’s night,

And all pleasure take its flight,

Far beyond my feeble sight,

                         Forever?




Worst of all, must hope grow dim,

And withhold her cheering beam?

Rather let me sleep and dream

                         Forever!




Something still my heart surveys,

Groping through this dreary maze;

Is it Hope?—they burn and blaze

                         Forever!




Leave me not a wretch confined,

Altogether lame and blind—

Unto gross despair consigned,

                         Forever!




Heaven! in whom can I confide?

Canst thou not for all provide?

Condescend to be my guide

                         Forever:




And when this transient life shall end,

Oh, may some kind, eternal friend

Bid me from servitude ascend,

                         Forever!



To Eliza


       Eliza, tell thy lover why

Or what induced thee to deceive me?

       Fare thee well—away I fly—

I shun the lass who thus will grieve me.




       Eliza, still thou art my song,

Although by force I may forsake thee;

       Fare thee well, for I was wrong

To woo thee while another take thee.




       Eliza, pause and think awhile—

Sweet lass! I shall forget thee never:

       Fare thee well! although I smile,

I grieve to give thee up for ever.




       Eliza, I shall think of thee—

My heart shall ever twine about thee;

       Fare thee well—but think of me,

Compell’d to live and die without thee.

       “Fare thee well!—and if for ever,

Still for ever fare thee well!”
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