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In this anthology certain glaring omissions are evident from
the beginning. This, of course, is deliberate, but implies no
slighting of those works, What it does imply is a certain em-
barrassment of riches, especially for the poetry of the sixties.

Another peculiarity of my selection which warrants ex-
planation is the inclusion of material which many people
would include in a separate category, if at all. I refer now
to what can be called “folk poetry” and “street poetry.”
I also include several poems from important student publica-
tions such as Dasein and Burning Spear, by the “Howard
Poets” of the fifties and from Ex Umbra, of North Carolina
Central University in Durham. In the street poetry I have
included some “traditional” pieces as well as modifications
of the tradition by such volatile poets as Reginald Butler
and H. Rap Brown.

In fact, it is this oral tradition, both rural and urban,
which forms an infrastructure for the anthology. In Section
I, the work of James Weldon Johnson and Paul Laurence
Dunbar is placed in the context of the folk sermon and the
spiritual, The intense poetic vision often found in these
compositions has been commented on before. It should also
be noted that the tradition is far from dead, that it flourishes,
in fact, in the gospel song and in the sermons of innumer-
able Black preachers and orators ranging from Martin
Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Rev. C. L. Franklin, and
Minister Louis Farrakhan, to the preacher who is known
only in his immediate community. Paralleling this tradition
is the deliberate appropriation of preaching techniques in
the communication of artists as diverse as James Brown and
the Last Poets. An extension of this is the emergence over
the past few years of the “rap” as an authentic Black literary
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form. In addition, I have included a few “seculars” from
Talley's Negre Folk Rhymes to suggest in particular some of
the cultural roots of the Dunbar selections.

In Section II, the oral tradition is represented chiefly by
the blues and the ballad, two forms which were especially
appealing to the writers of the Harlem Renaissance and the
period immediately following. Langston Hughes and Sterling
Brown can thus be better appreciated in the “Soul-Field,”
so to speak, of these compositions; and it is important to
note how the frankness and raciness of their language ring
true to their sources of inspiration. There are other folk
forms, to be sure, that are not represented, and other influ-
ences upon the poets themselves, but it seems to me that
these two forms are the crucial ones, and that the critical
view of life represented is that of the blues and the universal
Black energy of jazz, both problematic from the beginning
to the larger American society.

The other poets in this section relate authentically to
this tradition as well, though not so obviously or so directly;
and in many ways they explore areas of Black sensibility
which Hughes and Brown first set down as formal literature.

In Section 111, the longest in the book, all of the influences
which were suggested in the first two groups are present
here also. However, there is a distinct difference in tone
and purpose which must be recognized. That difference
comes from the streets of the Black Community, and in all
probability, dates from the Black northexrn migrations of
pre-World War I days. Sterling Brown and Langston Hughes
are certainly conscious of it, but literary conventions forbade
their full exploration of it. Still at times they are quite di-
rect. There is the question of drugs, for instance, which
Brown makes explicit in “Maumee Ruth,” where her son,
unaware of her death, is “Hiding in city holes, / Sniffing
the ‘snow.” . . .” But the chief difference between poetry
of the Harlem Renaissance and the Black poetry of the
sixties comes in the full exploration and appropriation of
the street experience and the formulation of an aesthetic
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and an ideology based in part upon it. This is no mere
literary gesture, as some would have us believe; and for that
reason I have included Rap Brown’s poem. Its relationship
to “Stack O’Lee” and “Shine and the Titanic,” should be
obvious, at least to Black people. It also should be obvious
that for the first time in this nation’s history the Black man
was putting his oppressors in the political dozens, and that,
true to form, the oppressor “put stuff in the game.” At any
rate, to speak about these poems, the crucial difference here
is the emergence of the new Black Consciousness and the
Black Arts Movements.

Finally, these selections are arranged roughly in the order
of their “emergence” or publication, and not always accord-
ing to the poet’s age. Thus, this is a kind of “thesis” an-
thology, one designed to argue, if you please, a certain point
of view. The validity of this argument, I leave to the reader,
to judge, not in the isolation of this particular work, but
in the context of wider, more conventional selections.

SEH.

The author is especially indebted to The Institute of the
Black World, an independent research center in Atlanta,
Georgia, for its aid and comfort while he worked there as a
Senior Research Fellow, and to The American Council of
Learned Societies for a grant that enabled him to complete
the research for this book.
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