
Poems That Kill

Joshua Kotin
How do you start a revolution? In November 1965, Amiri Baraka (known
then as LeRoi Jones) wrote a poem. “Black Art” opens with an attack on po-
etry: “Poems are bullshit unless they are / teeth or trees or lemons piled / on a
step.”1 The poem then targets a series of stock characters: “owner jews,”
“mulatto bitches” (“BA”). At the poem’s climax, Baraka declares:

We want “poems that kill.”
Assassin poems, Poems that shoot
guns. Poems that wrestle cops into alleys
and take their weapons leaving them dead
with tongues pulled out and sent to Ireland. Knockoff
poems for dope selling wops or slick halfwhite
politicians Airplane poems, rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr
rrrrrrrrrrrrrrr. . . . tuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuh
. . . . . rrrrrrrrrrrrrrr. . . . Setting fire and death to
whities ass.
[“BA”]
Other victims—or are they enemy combatants?—succumb to the poem’s
attack: “the Liberal / Spokesman for the jews,” the “negroleader / on the steps
of the white house . . . kneeling between the sheriff ’s thighs” (“BA”). Then,
suddenly, the attack stops. “Clean out the world for virtue and love,” Baraka
For comments on drafts of this article, I thank Rachel Applebaum, Lauren Berlant, Charles
Bernstein, Bill Brown, Nijah Cunningham, Christopher Freeburg, Oren Izenberg, and Kinohi
Nishikawa. I also thank colleagues at Princeton University, and at conferences and talks for dis-
cussing Baraka’s work with me.

1. LeRoi Jones, “Black Art,” Liberator 6 (Jan. 1966): 18; hereafter abbreviated “BA.” A type-
script of the poem—titled “The Black Arts”—is dated 4 November 1965. I thank Jeremy Glick
for sharing the typescript with me.
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demands: “Let there be no love poemswritten / until love can exist freely and /
cleanly” (“BA”). The demand introduces the poem’s conclusion:

We want a black poem. And a
Black World.
Let the world be a Black Poem
And Let All Black People Speak This Poem
Silently
or LOUD.
[“BA”]
The poem’s movement—from aesthetics to politics to a union of the two—
represents a revolution in miniature. Baraka imagines poems that kill—and,
by killing, transform the world into a poem.

But why must poems kill? “Black Art” does not ask readers to take up
arms. Poems—not people—shoot guns. The question gains urgency in light
of the poem’s context. For many in Baraka’s audience, revolution was a real
possibility. Earlier in 1965, Malcolm X had been assassinated, Alabama state
troopers had attacked civil rights demonstrators marching from Selma to
Montgomery, and the California Army National Guard had suppressed six
days of rioting in Watts. A call to arms—for self-defense or to terrorize
one’s enemies, real and imagined—would have been understandable and
perhaps even effective.2 Why, then, does Baraka mediate his attack through
2. The viability of a black nationalist revolution was debated in Liberator, the magazine that
first published “Black Art.” In the September 1965 issue, Daniel H. Watts, the magazine’s edi-
tor, celebrated the events in Watts: “Do not weep for our fallen brothers and sisters, for they
died nobly and heroicly in the greatest crusade of the 20th century. The crusade for the libera-
tion of Black men and women from the tyranny, brutal repression and yoke of white racism.
They, our brothers have shown us the way” (Daniel H. Watts, “Watts, L. A.,—The Nation’s
Shame” Liberator 5 [Sept. 1965]: 3). In the same issue, Carlos E. Russell reviewed Robert Taber’s
study of guerilla warfare, The War of the Flea (1965): “If there is ever to be a bible of revolution
written for the world’s oppressed peoples, Franz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth and Robert
Tabor’s The War of the Flea together are that bible. Mr. Fanon’s book is the old testament, the
law, the reason behind revolutions; while Mr. Tabor’s book is the new testament, the deliver-
ance, the means of victory, and final freedom” (Carlos E. Russell, review of The War of the
Flea: A Study of Guerilla Warfare, Theory and Practice by Robert Taber, Liberator 5 [Sept. 1965]:
30). In the next issue, Taber expressed his gratitude for the review but outlined his doubts
about the viability of a black nationalist revolution in the US; see Taber, letter to the editor,
Liberator 5 (Oct. 1965): 18–19.
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poetry—through the figure of poetry? How does poetry as such contribute
to his desired revolution?

This is the subject of this article: the connection between poetry and rev-
olution in “Black Art.”The article has five parts and a coda. Each part focuses
on how Baraka uses poetry to start or advance a revolution—in his own
life, in the lives of his contemporaries, in poetry, in our present moment,
in the future. The coda then discusses how “Black Art” contributes to our
understanding of poetry in general. In retrospect, the poem’s effects seem
obvious. “Black Art” started a revolution in the arts, becoming a defining
statement of the Black Arts Movement. It did not start an actual revolution.
Indeed, one could argue that “Black Art” marked the end of a revolution—
what Martin Luther King, Jr. called the “Negro Revolution of 1963.”3 But
these conclusions underestimate the poem’s still active power to inspire and
estrange—and even harm.

1.
Beatnik. Black cultural nationalist. Communist. Baraka led a revolution-

ary life. Discussions of his work almost always begin with his ideological
changes. Baraka himself introduces The LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader
(1991) by noting that “the typology that lists my ideological changes and
so forth as ‘Beat-Black Nationalist-Communist’ has brevity going for it.”
But, he adds, “like notations of Monk, it doesn’t show the complexity of real
life.”4

What exactly does the “typology” obscure? Other commitments—to fam-
ily, to teaching, to the city of Newark, where he lived for most of his life.5 The
typology also obscures the political events that motivated his ideological
changes in the first place. “Politics is the underlying catalyst,” he writes in
the introduction to The Autobiography of LeRoi Jones (1984, 1997): “And it
always is in all of our lives” (A, p. xi). To explain his transformation from
“colored bohemian liberal” to “Black cultural nationalist,” he points to two
political events in particular: a trip to Cuba in July 1960 and the assassination
of Malcolm X in February 1965 (A, pp. 278, xiii).
3. Martin Luther King, Jr., “The Negro Revolution—Why 1963,” in Why We Can’t Wait
(New York, 2000), p. 12. In the Liberator, Harold Cruse challenged King’s terminology: “it
is pure political romanticism, at this point, to call the Negro movement the ‘Negro revolution.’
It is more properly called the ‘Negro rebellion’ against the American racial status quo” (Harold
Cruse, “Rebellion or Revolution?” Liberator 3 [Oct. 1963]: 20).

4. Amiri Baraka, “Preface to the Reader,” The Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader, ed. William
J. Harris (New York, 2009), p. xi.

5. For a timeline of Baraka’s life, see “Chronology,” in The Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader,
pp. xxxi–iii. For a discussion of his decision to adopt the name Amiri Baraka, see Baraka,
The Autobiography of LeRoi Jones (Chicago, 1997), pp. 376–77; hereafter abbreviated A.
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In July 1960, Baraka was living in the East Village with his Jewish wife,
Hettie Jones, and their one-year-old daughter, Kellie. His magazine, Yugen
(1958–1963), coedited withHettie, had just published its sixth issue, featuring
poems by Robert Creeley, Jack Kerouac, Kenneth Koch, and Frank O’Hara,
among others; and his Totem Press (1958–1962) had just published Charles
Olson’s Projective Verse (1959). (“I was ‘open’ to all schools within the circle
of white poets,” he recalls [A, p. 231].) Earlier in the year, he had been invited
to Cuba by the Fair Play for Cuba Committee as a member of a delegation of
African American writers and artists that included Williams, Harold Cruse,
Sarah E. Wright, and John Henrik Clarke. On a train ride from Havana to
Yara to attend 26 July celebrations, Baraka met Rubi Betancourt, a Mexican
graduate student in economics, who asked him about his politics. “‘I’m a
poet,’” he replied; “‘I write, that’s all, I’m not even interested in politics.’”
Betancourt called him a “‘cowardly bourgeois individualist,’” and he imme-
diately began to reconsider his life.6 Until that moment, he writes in “Cuba
Libre” (1960), “the idea of ‘a revolution’ had been foreign to me.”7

By February 1965, Baraka was being celebrated as the “King of the East
Village”—to quote a New York magazine headline.8 He had published four
books in four years—two volumes of poems, Preface to a Twenty Volume
Suicide Note (1961) and The Dead Lecturer (1964); as well as Blues People: Ne-
gro Music in White America (1963) and the plays, Dutchman and The Slave
(1964). (Dutchman had won an Obie Award for best American play.) He
was also active in various political organizations—the most prominent:
the black nationalist On Guard Committee for Freedom.9 He was still mar-
ried to Hettie and they had a second daughter, Lisa. He also had a daughter,
Dominique, with Diane di Prima, a white poet with whom he edited the first
twenty-five issues of the newsletter, Floating Bear (1961–1963, 1961–1969). In
Autobiography, he describes being caught between two worlds, going “up-
town” with members of On Guard and staying “downtown” with his fam-
ilies (see A).10 The assassination of Malcolm X ended the impasse. “In a few
days I had gotten my stuff out and gone uptown,” he writes; “My little girl,
6. Baraka, “The Black Nationalist Period,” in The Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader, p. 147.
7. Baraka, “Cuba Libre,” in The Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader, p. 160.
8. Isabel Eberstadt, “King of the East Village,” New York Herald Tribune, 13 Dec. 1964,

p. 13.
9. For an account of On Guard, see David Grundy, A Black Arts Poetry Machine: Amiri Ba-

raka and the Umbra Poets (New York, 2019), pp. 35–45. For a contemporary account, see Cruse,
The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual: A Historical Analysis of the Failure of Black Leadership (New
York, 2005), pp. 363–71.

10. “It was as if I had two distinct lives,” Baraka recalls, “one a politically oriented life, with
a distinct set of people I knew and talked to, the other the artsy bohemian life of the village”
(A, p. 249).
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the older one, Kellie, picked up instinctively a sense of my departure. She
said to me, ‘You can’t go anywhere.’ . . . But in a minute or so, I was gone . . .
up to Harlem. Seeking revolution!” (A, p. 294).11

Living in Harlem, Baraka could not escape the East Village. Hettie Jones
describes their relationship that spring in How I Became Hettie Jones (1990):
“All that spring of 1965, Roi came to read his mail, change his clothes, and
make sorrowful love, comparing his situation to that of Jomo Kenyatta,
who’d left an English wife to lead the Kenyan people.”12 Baraka describes
his ongoing attachment to the East Village in a different way. “I was guilty
for having lived downtown for so long with a white wife,” he writes: “We
hated white people so publicly, for one reason, because we had been so pub-
licly tied up with them” (A, pp. 305, 311).13 Guilt for abandoning his interra-
cial family or guilt for having had an interracial family in the first place; the
effect was the same—an inability to live a life that fit his black nationalist
principles.

“Black Art” was an attempt to exorcise this guilt. “Put it on him, poem. /
Strip him naked to the world!”: the lines explicitly target a “negroleader / on
the steps of the white house,” but the line break after “negroleader” suggests
that Baraka might also be a target (“BA”).14 (In The Wretched of the Earth
[1961, 1963], Frantz Fanon praises the “native intellectual . . . who is willing
to strip himself naked to study the history of his body.”)15 “Another bad poem
cracking / steel knuckles in a jewlady’s mouth”: Baraka uses anti-Semitic and
misogynistic language to dissolve his marriage (“BA”).16 “Let there be no love
poems written / until love can exist freely and / cleanly”: the lines call for a
black world, while serving as a prayer for self-discipline (“BA”). “We wanted
to destroy a system,” he writes, “and didn’t realize that we still carried a great
11. Baraka anticipates his departure in his play The Slave (1964).
12. Hettie Jones, How I Became Hettie Jones (New York, 1990), p. 223.
13. Cruse remarks: “Negros had become so deeply mired in an institutionalized form of po-

litical interracialism that they could not break with it unless sufficient hatred were mustered
to avoid the necessity of apologizing to whites for excluding them” (Cruse, The Crisis of the
Negro Intellectual, p. 364).

14. Baraka was often referred to as a “negro leader” in the press; see, for example, “LeRoi
Jones Gets 2 1/2 Yrs,” Jet, 18 Jan. 1968, p. 46.

15. Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New York, 1968),
p. 211. Jones was the proofreader for the English edition; see Jones, How I Became Hettie Jones,
p. 266.

16. Critics often read “steel knuckles in a jewlady’s mouth” as an attack on Jones; see, for
example, David L. Smith, “Amiri Baraka and the Black Arts of Black Art,” boundary 2 15 (Au-
tumn 1986–Winter 1987): 248; hereafter abbreviated “A.” Baraka seems to acknowledge the
connection: “when I talk about ‘steel knuckles cracking in a jewlady’s mouth,’ I mean some
specific person I knew” (Baraka, “Confessions of a Former Anti-Semite,” The Village Voice, 17–
23 Dec. 1980, p. 21).
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deal of that system around with us behind our eyes” (A, p. 322). “Black Art”
targeted that system, taking aim at Baraka’s own mind.

As “Black Art”was changing Baraka’s mind, it was changing the style of his
poetry. After returning from Cuba, he had begun to question his influences:

I was tearing away from the “ready-mades” that imitating Creeley or
Olson provided. I’d found that when you imitate people’s form you
take on their content as well. . . . It was almost like what Césaire had
said about how he wrote Return to My Native Land. That he was trying
to break away from the heavy influence that French Symbolist poetry
had on him. So he decided to write prose to stop writing poetry. And
what he came up with was a really profound new poetry. [A, pp. 246–
47]

Baraka is describing the composition of his prose work, The System of
Dante’s Hell (1965), but the passage illuminates “Black Art” as well. Compare
the poem to his equally hateful “Black Dada Nihilismus” (1963). The earlier
poem opens with an allusion to Dylan Thomas and refers to Piet Mondrian
and Jean-Paul Sartre before reaching its violent climax: “Come up, black
dada // nihilismus. Rape the white girls. Rape / their fathers. Cut themothers’
throats. / Black dada nihilismus, choke my friends.”17 “Black Art” retains the
force of the earlier poem, but rejects its poeticisms and middlebrow refer-
ences. As a result, “Black Art” exemplifies a new style.

A new person, a new poem—a new poem, a new person: these were two
of the revolutionary effects of “Black Art.” If politics motivated Baraka’s
transformation from “colored bohemian liberal” to “black cultural nation-
alist,” poetry completed the process.

2.
The effects of “Black Art” were not limited to Baraka alone.18

The radicalization of Gwendolyn Brooks is a case in point. In Report from
Part One (1972), she describes her epiphany after hearing Baraka read at the
second annual Fisk University Writers’ Conference in 1967:
17. Baraka, “Black Dada Nihilismus,” The Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader, p. 72. In Soul on
Ice (1968), Eldridge Cleaver writes: “I have lived those lines and I know that if I had not been
apprehended I would have slit some white throats. There are, of course, many young blacks
out there right now who are slitting white throats and raping the white girl. They are not doing
this because they read LeRoi Jones’ poetry, as some of his critics seem to believe. Rather,
LeRoi is expressing the funky facts of life” (Eldridge Cleaver, Soul on Ice [New York, 1999], p. 34).

18. As Michele Wallace notes, “He was the father of the entire 1960s black poetry move-
ment” (Michele Wallace, Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman [New York, 1999],
pp. 62–63).
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There is indeed a new black today. He is different from any the world
has known. He’s a tall-walker. Almost firm. By many of his own broth-
ers he is not understood. And he is understood by no white.

. . .
I—who have “gone the gamut” from an almost angry rejection of

my dark skin by some of my brainwashed brothers and sisters to a
surprised queenhood in the new black sun—am qualified to enter at
least the kindergarten of new consciousness now. New consciousness
and trudge-toward-progress.

I have hopes for myself.19

Brooks’s “new consciousness” had material consequences. In 1968, she pub-
lished two books with Harper & Row—In the Mecca was a finalist for the
National Book Award for poetry—and then decided to publish exclusively
with black presses. Her next four books, beginning with Riot (1969), were
published by Dudley Randall’s Broadside Press.20

In Riot, Brooks channels Baraka’s rage to create her own black art. The
title poem depicts a Chicago suburbanite named John Cabot dying in a riot
on a trip into the city. “The Negroes were coming down the street,” she
writes: “The Poor were sweaty and unpretty / (not like Two Dainty Negroes
in Winnetka).”21 The two-page poem ends with Cabot’s death:

John Cabot went down in the smoke and fire
and broken glass and blood, and he cried “Lord!
Forgive these nigguhs that know not what they do.”22
The allusion to Luke 23:34—“Then said Jesus, Father, forgive them; for
they know not what they do”—mocks Cabot’s self-image: he sees himself
as a martyr, dying for the sins of others. He cannot recognize his complic-
ity in racism. (To emphasize his complicity, Brooks names him after the
fifteenth-century “discoverer” of North America.) On a recording of the poem
from 1980, Brooks’s tone is at once scathing and comic. “Riot” and “Black
Art” are different poems, yet they share key features: the reappropriation of
black stereotypes, the embrace of local diction. (Brooks quotes advertisements
19. Gwendolyn Brooks, Report from Part One (Detroit, 1972), pp. 85–86. I have not been
able to find a list of the poems Baraka read at Fisk. In Report from Part One, Brooks alludes to
hearing Baraka’s “Black People!” (1966).

20. Brooks donated her royalties back to Broadside Press; see James D. Sullivan, “Killing
John Cabot and Publishing Black: Gwendolyn Brooks’s Riot,” African American Review 36
(Winter 2002): 557.

21. Brooks, Riot (Detroit, 1969), p. 9.
22. Ibid., p. 10.
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for Grandtully, and names specific Chicago galleries and restaurants.)23 But
most important: the valorization of black revolt.

Brooks’s radicalization was not unique. As Baraka’s influence spread, newly
radicalized black poets became part of a movement committed to revolu-
tion: the Black ArtsMovement. The indictment that “only poets read other po-
ets” is not an indictment at all; it is a tactic in a revolutionary struggle.24

New poems, new people—new people, new poems; Baraka believed that
a revolution in poetry would lead to an actual revolution. His cultural deter-
minism is explicit in “The Need for a Cultural Base to Civil Rites & Bpower
Mooments” (1967): “We must understand that we are Replacing a dying
culture.”25

3.
But how exactly is “Black Art” new?
Baraka hints at his intentions for the poem at the end of Dutchman. The

protagonist, a “twenty-year-old Negro” named Clay, declares: “All the hip
white boys scream for Bird. . . . And they sit there talking about the tortured
genius of Charlie Parker. Bird would’ve played not a note of music if he just
walked up to East Sixty-seventh Street and killed the first ten white people he
saw. Not a note!”26Denied a commensurate response to racism, Parker chan-
nels his frustration into music. Black art, in this account, is a symptom of op-
pression and an incomplete act of sublimation. Parker’s “tortured genius” tes-
tifies to this fact. Dutchman asks if a different kind of black art is possible—a
black art that is not a symptom of oppression or the result of an incomplete
act of sublimation. “Black Art” is Baraka’s answer: yes.

In Baraka’s view, art is always representational in two ways. It expresses
the perceptions and feelings of its creator, while indexing its creator’s con-
texts. Expressiveness is a site of agency. Indexicality, a site of determination—
an inescapable link to a life world. Baraka describes the link in Blues People :
“It seems possible to me that some kind of graph could be set up using sam-
plings of Negromusic proper to whatever moment of the Negro’s social his-
tory was selected, and that in each grouping of songs a certain frequency of
23. For a discussion of the diction of “Black Art,” see Lorenzo Thomas, “‘Communicating
by Horns’: Jazz and Redemption in the Poetry of the Beats and the Black Arts Movement,” Af-
rican American Review 26 (Summer 1992): 291–98.

24. Maxine Kumin, “On Receiving the Frost Medal,” The Roots of Things: Essays (Evanston,
Ill., 2010), p. 40. For a history of the Black Arts Movement, see James Edward Smethurst, The
Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2005).

25. Baraka, “The Need for a Cultural Base to Civil Rites & Bpower Mooments,” in Raise,
Race, Rays, Raze: Essays Since 1965 (New York, 1971), p. 46.

26. Baraka, Dutchman, in The Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader, pp. 76, 97.
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reference could pretty well determine his social, economic, and psycholog-
ical states at that particular period.”27 In “The Jazz Avant-Garde” (1961), Ba-
raka extends the claim beyond African American music: “For Ornette
Coleman, as it was for Charlie Parker or James Joyce, the relationship be-
tween their actual lives and their work seems direct.”28 This theory of repre-
sentation is surprisingly consistent over Baraka’s career—from his earlymu-
sic criticism to his later autobiographical writing.

In “Black Art,” Baraka attempts to write a new kind of poem by bringing
these two forms of representation into alignment. He wants the feelings he
expresses to fit the world his poem indexes. What does he express? Rage—a
complex of anger, hatred, resentment, indignation, frustration,mania. Then
pride—satisfaction, optimism,machismo, self-respect.What else? The legit-
imacy of those feelings. Instead of presenting a concrete plan for black rev-
olution, he expresses the feelings that justify black revolution.

What does the poem index? A history of racism—from slavery to the
events that led to the publication of the poem: every positive and negative
representation of black people; every previous use of the words poem, blood,
negro, liberal, love.29 At the same time, “Black Art” indexes a collective sense
of crisis. “It was out-and-out war,” Baraka writes in Autobiography: “When
Malcolm was murdered we felt that was the final open declaration of war on
black people and we resolved to fight” (A, p. 311).

Baraka’s term for this alignment is “sincerity,” which he describes as the
“real ideology” of the Black Arts Movement:

The Black Arts itself was a pastiche of so many things, so many styles
and ideologies. We had no stated ideology except “black,” and that
meant many things to many people, much of it useful, much of it not.
But we shot from the hip, came always off the top or near the top of
our heads. Our sincerity was our real ideology, a gestalt of our experience,
an eclectic mixture of what we thought we knew and understood. What
we wanted. Who we thought we were. [A, p. 318; my emphasis]

The meaning of “sincerity,” here, corresponds to standard definitions.30 But
these definitions are insufficient. The sincerity of “Black Art” is distinct
from the candor that connects AllenGinsberg’sHowl (1956) to Robert Lowell’s
27. Jones, Blues People: Negro Music in White America (New York, 1999), p. 65.
28. Jones, “The Jazz Avant-Garde,” in Black Music (New York, 1968), p. 70.
29. Critics often understand indexicality as limiting a poem’s autonomy. But indexicality

can also liberate a poem from its author’s specific intentions.
30. “Freedom from dissimulation or duplicity; honesty, straightforwardness” (Oxford English

Dictionary, s.v. “sincerity”).
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Life Studies (1959). For Baraka, sincerity not only requires, as Lionel Trilling
defined the term, “a congruence between avowal and actual feeling”—it re-
quires congruence between avowal and actual feeling, and actual feeling
and the actual world.31

Baraka’s pursuit of sincerity, in this way, motivates a revolutionary proj-
ect. To write a truly black poem, he must help create a black world. “Black
Art” represents that project and advances it.

But can the pursuit of sincerity motivate a poem? The pursuit conflicts
with contemporary accounts of poetry. Consider Sartre’sWhat Is Literature?
(1948, 1950). The book seems to be a touchstone for “Black Art.” Indeed,
Sartre seems to be describing Baraka in the first essay, “What Is Writing”:
“He knows that he makes the word ‘love’ and the word ‘hate’ surge up and
with them love and hate between men who had not yet decided upon their
feelings. He knows that words, as Brice Parain says, are ‘loaded pistols.’ If
he speaks, hefires.”32But Sartre’s “he” is not a poet. “He” is the “writer of prose.”
“Poets,” Sartre writes, “refuse to utilize language” (“W,” pp. 31, 29). Discuss-
ing “the poet,” he asks: “How can one hope to provoke the indignation or
the political enthusiasm of the reader when the very thing one does is to
withdraw him from the human condition and invite him to consider with
the eyes of God a language that has been turned inside out?” (“W,” p. 34).
Withdrawing from the “human condition,” seeing “with the eyes of God”:
Sartre’s account of poetry is anathema to “Black Art.”

Or consider TheodorW. Adorno’s “Lyric Poetry and Society” (1951, 1957,
1958). For Adorno, poetry’s power derives from the incompatibility of its
expressiveness and indexicality. By refusing to acknowledge the world, the
poem offers readers special access to the world. What “appears seamless
and harmonious . . . bears witness to its opposite,” Adorno writes: “This
is why the lyric reveals itself to be most deeply grounded in society when
it does not chime in with society, when it communicates nothing.”33 In this
account, poetry is a negative index of injustice—not a confrontation with
injustice.

Ultimately, “Black Art” is an attempt to transform the ontology of poetry.
Baraka cannot accept the options introduced by Clay inDutchman: an unjust
31. “[Sincerity] as we now use it refers primarily to a congruence between avowal and actual
feeling” (Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity [Cambridge, Mass., 1972], p. 2).

32. Jean-Paul Sartre, “What Is Writing?” trans. Bernard Frechtman, in “What Is Literature?”
and Other Essays, trans. Frechtman et al. (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), p. 38; hereafter abbreviated
“W.” I thank V. Joshua Adams for discussing Sartre’s essay with me.

33. Theodor W. Adorno, “On Lyric Poetry and Society,” in Notes to Literature, 2 vols.,
trans. Shierry Weber Nicholsen, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (New York, 1991), 1:41, 43.
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world with art or a just world without art. Accordingly, he invents an alterna-
tive—what Larry Neal describes as a “new aesthetics.”34

4.
“Black Art” is radically new. But it has a genealogy.
Werner Sollors connects the poem to the historical avant-garde: “Baraka’s

struggles with his emerging new voice often take place in close proximity to
Dadaist and Surrealist prototypes.”35 The reference provides a context for
the poem’s relentless negativity—its comprehensive attack on the status quo.

Michael McKeon connects “Black Art” to an older context: political po-
etry as it developed in England in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries.36 “The problematic nature of political poetry,” he writes, “de-
pends . . . on the cultural dominance of the notion that poetry and politics
are antithetical entities: at the most extreme, discourse versus action; less
extreme but still decisive, poetic discourse versus political discourse.”37

“Black Art,” he argues, undermines this notion on both fronts. The poem
“suspends the opposition between verbal discourse and physical action,”
imagining poems that “‘fuck,’” “‘smear,’” “‘wrestle,’” and “‘kill.’”38 The
poemalso suspends the opposition betweenpoetic andpolitical discourse, com-
mandeering both as hate speech.

Sollors and McKeon point to the same conclusion: “Black Art” is an
antipoem.39 But “Black Art” does more than represent and extend a history
of antipoetry. The poem forces readers to feel the power of antipoetry—the
conflict between what the poem is and what it aspires to be. The poem is
disturbing, even threatening—fifty years after its publication. Why? There
34. Larry Neal, “The Black Arts Movement,” The Drama Review 12 (Summer 1968): 31.
35. Werner Sollors, Amiri Baraka/LeRoi Jones: The Quest for a “Populist Modernism” (New

York, 1978), p. 196.
36. See Michael McKeon, “Political Poetry,” in Eighteenth-Century Genre and Culture: Seri-

ous Reflections on Occasional Forms, Essays in Honor of J. Paul Hunter, ed. Dennis Todd and
Cynthia Wall (Cranbury, N.J., 2001), p. 300. I thank Jeremy Glick for recommending this
essay.

37. Ibid., p. 287.
38. Ibid., pp. 287, 285.
39. Smith agrees: “‘Black Art’ . . . is fundamentally anti-poetic” (“A,” p. 239). Yet “Black

Art” also exemplifies what Julia Kristeva calls “classic poeticness”: “rhythm, meter, conventional
rhetorical figures” (Julia Kristeva, “Desire in Language,” trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and
Leon S. Roudiez, in The Portable Kristeva, trans. Gora et al., ed. Kelly Oliver [New York, 2002],
p. 108). Indeed, the poem could serve as the sole example in a handbook of rhetorical figures.
Beginning with the letter A, the poem deploys allegory, alliteration, allusion, anadiplosis,
anaphora, antithesis, aposiopesis, apostrophe, assonance, and asyndeton. (Aporia—the expres-
sion of doubt—is conspicuous by its absence.) One could continue all the way to zeugma:
“Setting fire and death to / whities ass.”
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is no viable black nationalist movement today. Mainstream culture is satu-
rated with violence and hate speech. Yet “Black Art” remains powerful.

“Black Art”might even be more powerful today than it was in 1965.40Da-
vid L. Smith calls it “a central icon of the Black Arts Movement” and Margo
Natalie Crawford calls it “the iconic, signature poem of the movement”
(“A,” p. 238).41 Nevertheless, “Black Art” does not fit easily on college syllabi
or in academic journals. The poem’s diction is only partially to blame. More
significant—the poem’s rejection of the values that define the humanities
today: liberal values (that equitable representation is the solution to inequal-
ity, that empathy and respect are adequate responses to difference); socialist
values (that the redistribution of wealth is essential to a just society); human
values (that “violence begets violence”).

Yet even the poem’s attack on our core values does not fully explain its
power. A comparison to Ezra Pound’s Pisan Cantos (1948) is revealing.42 To-
day, Pound’s eulogy for Benito Mussolini at the beginning of canto 74 feels
comparatively safe—as teachable as John Milton’s sonnet 16, “Cromwell,
Our Chief ofMen” (1652, 1694). Despite the global rise of populism, Pound’s
world feels distant from our own. This feeling is due, in part, to the poem’s
style. The canto’s intricate, antique beauty mutes its offensiveness. As a re-
sult, The Pisan Cantos can be recruited to reinforce accepted—although per-
haps not acceptable—values: a literary canon; nostalgia for a literary past;
a transnational, transhistorical aesthetic.

“Black Art,” in contrast, is more easily suppressed or quarantined than
redeemed.43The world it depicts is still our world. Its influence is perceptible
40. According to a police surveillance report, Baraka read “Black Art” at a rally on 14 No-
vember 1965. This is the first reading of the poem I have been able to document; see “Attended
Black Arts Support Rally,” Black Arts, 1965–1966, file 4 of 4, Handschu Large Organizations
Files (Pre-1973), New York Police Department Inspectional Services Bureau Intelligence Divi-
sion, New York Municipal Archives.

41. Margo Natalie Crawford, Black Post-Blackness: The Black Arts Movement and Twenty-
First-Century Aesthetics (Urbana, Ill., 2017), p. 123.

42. Critics often compare Baraka and Pound. Paul Vangelisti, for example, introduces
Baraka’s recent selected poems by suggesting that he “may be, along with Ezra Pound, one of
the most important and least understood American poets of the past century” (Paul Vangelisti,
preface to Baraka, SOS: Poems 1961–2013 [New York, 2014], p. xiii).

43. “Black Art” rarely appears in academic anthologies. For example, the selections of
Baraka’s work in The Norton Anthology of Modern and Contemporary Poetry (2003), The Norton
Anthology of Poetry (2004), and The Norton Anthology of American Literature (2016) do not in-
clude “Black Art.” The Norton Anthology of African American Literature (2014) includes the
poem but quarantined under the heading “The Black Arts Era, 1960–1975”; see The Norton
Anthology of African American Literature, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. et al., 2 vols. (New York,
2014), 2:703. For a discussion of the poem’s appearance in nonacademic anthologies, see How-
ard Rambsy II, The Black Arts Enterprise and the Production of African American Poetry (Ann
Arbor, Mich., 2011), p. 3.
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in the work of poets as different as Claudia Rankine, Anne Boyer, Sean Bon-
ney, Jessica Care Moore, and Morgan Parker. Reading “Black Art,” we are
reminded that our values—liberal, socialist, human—have yet to resolve
the problems that continue to constitute our lives.

To make this point about relevance in a different way: if you want a sense
of what it was like to read F. T. Marinetti in 1909 or OsipMandelstam in 1933
or Pound in 1948, read Baraka today. “Black Art” is an antipoem in which the
anti is still active.

Are “disturbing” and “threatening” the most accurate words to describe
the feelings evoked by “Black Art”? The words make sense of Baraka’s own
understanding of his connection to the avant-garde. In “LeRoi Jones Talk-
ing” (1964), he imagines “bring[ing] out a little American dada”:

One way Negroes could force this institutionalized dishonesty to
crumble and its apologizers to break and run even faster than they
are now would be to turn crazy, to bring out a little American dada,
Ornette Coleman style, and chase these perverts into the ocean,
where they belong.44

“Black Dada Nihilismus,” thematizes this tactical craziness; “Black Art”
manifests it. The poem attempts to jolt African American readers out of
their complacency and scarewhite readers out of their homes. The onomato-
poeia at the poem’s climax functions as an alarm and signals an air raid.

Yet “disturbing” and “threatening” are inadequate. Reading “Black Art,”
I alternate between feelings of repulsion and attraction. Other critics are
similarly ambivalent. In “On the Sound of Water: Amiri Baraka’s ‘Black
Art’” (2003), Sherry Brennan describes her response as a poet and white
woman:

I cannot explain how it is one could legitimately claim, as I am
claiming, that the racism and sexism of the poem are despicable,
while the violence and rage that it expresses are necessary and neces-
sarily powerful. There may not be a simple answer to this difficulty,
except to say that sometimes inexplicable difficulties must be tolerated,
even while their abhorrent features must be confronted directly.
The poem is difficult. No two ways around that. But it is also one of
the most powerful poems I have ever read. And it speaks out power-
fully for freedom, tolerance, and justice, even in its racism and sex-
ism. I cannot explain how that can be. I think it is human.
44. Jones, “LeRoi Jones Talking,” in Home: Social Essays (New York, 1966), p. 183.
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I have hesitated a great deal about writing this essay at all, and in
the writing of it, just how to say these things—that I, just when I was
most despairing and powerless, felt the power and strength of this
poem as given in its very violence destroying my world and reconsti-
tuting it that. The poem did that. The poem itself is revolutionary,
and the possibility for that revolution arrives within its violence.45

I quote Brennan at length because her response is unusually honest. Other
critics are less self-aware. Jerry GafioWatts, for example, seems to praise the
poem, calling it as “an insurrectionary statement of hilarious and demented
imagery” and a “metaphorical wish list of black transgressions.” A page later,
however, he claims that the poem is “nothing more than mere thuggery su-
perimposed on hurt black feelings, impotence, and defeat.”46 By maintain-
ing these extremes, “Black Art” maintains its power.

5.
Who is the poem’s “we”? The answer seems obvious: “All Black Peo-

ple.” “The majority of the things I have to say in my writing are for black
people—are aimed directly at them,” Baraka claims in a contemporary in-
terview.47 “Black Art” might be designed to be overheard by white peo-
ple—and to scare them—but the poem’s “we” is clear: “Let All Black People
Speak This Poem / Silently / or LOUD.”

The obvious answer is not wrong. Yet one might object: the poem tar-
gets African Americans along with Jews, the Irish, Italians, and others. In-
deed, Smith details how “five different categories of Afro-Americans come
under attack” (“A,” p. 239). Why does Baraka target members of the pop-
ulation he is attempting to mobilize?

Phillip Brian Harper argues that such attacks are a defining feature of
Black Arts Movement poetry:

Insofar as [the Black Arts Movement] is nationalistic in character,
then its primary objective and continual challenge will be not to iden-
tify the external entity against which the black masses are distin-
guished—this is easy enough to do—but rather to negotiate division
within the black population itself. I specifically invoke negotiation
here and not, for instance, resolution because I want to claim that the
45. Sherry Brennan, “On the Sound of Water: Amiri Baraka’s ‘Black Art,’” African American
Review 37 (Summer–Autumn 2003): 305

46. Jerry Gafio Watts, Amiri Baraka: The Politics and Art of a Black Intellectual (New York,
2001), pp. 176, 177.

47. Baraka, “An Interview with LeRoi Jones,” interview by Stewart Smith and Peter Thorn,
in Conversations with Amiri Baraka, ed. Charlie Reilly (Jackson, Miss., 1994), p. 14.



470 Joshua Kotin / Poems That Kill
response of Black Arts nationalism to social division within the black
populace is not to strive to overcome it, but rather repeatedly to ar-
ticulate it in the name of black consciousness.48

Harper focuses on one tactic of division: the use of the second person. Poets
of the Black Arts Movement, he argues, address African American readers as
a “you” that allows their “I” to “be distinguished as a politically aware, ra-
cially conscious black nationalist subject” (M, p. 48). This tactic, he observes,
is ultimately self-defeating—insofar as it undermines the racial solidarity
that the poetry ostensibly promotes.

One could argue that the “we” in “Black Art” does the same thing: artic-
ulate social division “in the name of black consciousness.” But that is only
half the story. The poem’s “we” is divisive and aspirational. Baraka targets
the status quo and attempts to transform it. His address is exclusive and in-
clusive at the same time. This is his goal: to create a “we” that coordinates the
disparate interests of African Americans.49 In other words, his goal is utopia.50

Poetry is especially suited to achieve this goal. In “On the Interlocutor”
(1913), Mandel’shtam presents a theory of poetic address. He quotes the
nineteenth-century poet Yevgeny Baratynsky—“‘As I have found a friend
inmy generation, / I will find a reader in posterity’”—and argues that poetry
never appeals to a “concrete . . . addressee.”51 Paul Celan develops the argu-
ment in his acceptance speech for the Bremen Literature Prize in 1958:
48. Phillip Brian Harper, Are We Not Men? Masculine Anxiety and the Problem of African
American Identity (New York, 1996), p. 44; hereafter abbreviated M. An earlier version of Harp-
er’s arguments in Are We Not Men? appeared in Critical Inquiry; see Harper, “Nationalism and
Social Division in Black Arts Poetry of the 1960s,” Critical Inquiry 19 (Winter 1993): 234–55.
I’m grateful to Jonathan Flatley for recommending Harper’s book to me.

49. In 1965, Baraka experimented with different ways of “negotiat[ing] division within the
black population.” In “Poem for Half-White College Students”—published in May in Liberator—
he embraces the second person. In “SOS”—published in October in a flyer for the Black Arts
Repertory Theatre/School—he refuses to acknowledge social division at all. (“What is striking
about [the] poem,” Harper notes, “is not that it ‘calls’ black people in this nationalistic way but
that this is all it does; the objective for which it assembles the black populace is not specified
in the piece itself” [M, p. 41].) “Black Art” rejects both the intraracial division of “Poem for
Half-White College Students” and the noninstrumentality of “SOS”; see “The Black Arts Repertory
Theater School,” Black Arts, 1965–1966, file 2 of 4, New York Municipal Archives.

50. Baraka’s desire to harmonize conflicting interests may be one reason he changed the po-
em’s title from “The Black Arts” to “Black Art.”

51. Osip Mandelstam, “On the Addressee,” in The Complete Critical Prose and Letters, trans.
Jane Gary Harris and Constance Link, ed. Harris (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1979), p. 70. See, also,
Yevgeny Baratynsky, “Moi dar ubog, i golos moi ne gromok” [“My gift is meager and my voice
is not loud”], A Science Not for the Earth: Selected Poems and Letters, trans. Rawley Grau
(Brooklyn, N.Y., 2015), pp. 84–85.
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A poem . . . may be a letter in a bottle thrown out to sea with the—
surely not always strong—hope that it may somehow wash up some-
where, perhaps on a shoreline of the heart. In this way, too, poems are
en route: they are headed toward.

Toward what? Toward something open, inhabitable, an approach-
able you, perhaps, an approachable reality.

Such realities are, I think, at stake in the poem.52

Critics have attended more closely to the “approachable you” than the met-
aphor, “letter in a bottle.” To arrive safely at the shoreline of the future, the
poem must protect itself from dissolution in the sea of the present. The
poem is both letter and bottle: a structure that coordinates different temporal-
ities—that resists the present to address the future.

“Black Art” renovates this theory of poetic address by imagining an “ap-
proachable we,” instead of an “approachable you.” To create this “we,” the
poem does not merely resist contemporary readers—it imbricates them in a
murder-suicide pact. Baraka calls for poems to destroy white supremacy—
and destroy, to remake, black subjectivity. The “we” in “We want ‘poems
that kill’” are, at once, perpetrators, victims, and survivors. By coordinating
different temporalities, the poem’s “we” coordinates these different identi-
ties. The poem’s “we” can kill and die and live on—and, as a result, inhabit
an ideal black world.53

This account of the poem’s address answers the question: Why must po-
ems kill? Only poetry can respond to the call’s impracticality and necessity.
At the moment of the poem’s composition, a murder-suicide pact would
have been tragic. Yet the need was acute. Poetry can respond to both truths.
Celan’s metaphor is helpful: a letter in a bottle must resist the sea (that is, the
present), but it also needs the sea. Without the sea, a letter in a bottle is not
going anywhere. By mediating his attack through poetry, Baraka can accept
the need for restraint and demand action. The poem’s murder-suicide pact
is metaphorical—until it is not.

A comparison to music—especially the musical ensemble—is useful. Be-
fore appearing in Liberator in January 1966, “Black Art” appeared as a track
52. Paul Celan, “Speech on the Occasion of Receiving the Literature Prize of the Free Han-
seatic City of Bremen,” in Collected Prose, trans. Rosmarie Waldrop (New York, 2003),
pp. 34–35.

53. “Find the self, then kill it” (Baraka, liner notes to John Coltrane et al., The New Wave
in Jazz [Impulse! A-90, 1966]). Etheridge Knight develops the injunction in a symposium on
“Literary Lions and Values”: “The Black Artist, in creating his own aesthetic, must be account-
able for it only to the black people. Further, he must hasten his own dissolution as an individual
(in the Western sense)—painful though the process may be, having been breast-fed the poison
of ‘individual experience’” (Etheridge Knight et al., “Writers Symposium,” Negro Digest 17 [Jan.
1968]: 38).
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on Sunny Murray’s first album, Sonny’s Time Now, released by Baraka’s Ji-
had Productions in December 1965.54 On the album, Baraka performs the
poem as a member of an ensemble that includes Murray on drums, Albert
Ayler on tenor saxophone, Don Cherry on trumpet, and Henry Grimes and
Lewis Worrell on bass. The ensemble changes the terms of the poem’s ad-
dress. When Baraka declares “We want ‘poems that kill,’” the “we” has an
empirical, concrete referent. The ensemble becomes Baraka’s ideal black
subject. As a result, “Black Art” participates in the divisiveness outlined in
Are We Not Men?, compounding what Harper describes as the “profoundly
problematic masculinist ethic” of black arts poetry (M, p. 53).55

There is no need to choose between versions, formats. Fred Moten cele-
brates poetry’s capaciousness in a discussion of Baraka’s performance of
“Black Dada Nihilismus” on the New York Art Quartet’s self-titled debut al-
bum from 1964: “We might want to think of the poem as the entire field of
saturation, flood or plain, within which the page, sound and meaning, the
live, the original, the recording, the score exist as icons or singular aspects
of a totality that is, itself, iconic of totality itself.”56 In Moten’s view, the mu-
sical ensemble activates poetry’s potential to represent totality.

Yet the print “Black Art” has special qualities that contribute to Baraka’s
desired revolution. Print’s durability and portability increase the poem’s
accessibility. (Sonny’s Time Now has been out of print for much of the last
fifty years.) Print also facilitates a dialogue between writer and reader, who
must collaborate to determine the poem’s pace and tone. And most impor-
tant: print maintains the relative openness of the poem’s “we,” its embrace of
future readers, future revolutionaries.

This account of the poem’s address helps explain the poem’s anti-
Semitism. Why is the attack on Jews especially gratuitous? The answer is
overdetermined. The poem is an act of self-purification—a rejection of
Hettie Jones. The poem is opportunistic—an attempt to exploit “ethnic an-
imosities common in black urban communities” (“A,” p. 240).57 The poem
54. The album was recorded on 17 November 1965 in Brooklyn, according to the liner
notes.

55. Watts reads Baraka’s toxic masculinity as a response to King’s philosophy of nonvio-
lence: “However morally superior King and his followers may have appeared to whites in
not fighting back, in the eyes of many nonsouthern blacks, black southern demonstrators seemed
disgustingly weak” (Watts, Amiri Baraka, p. 63).

56. Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (Minneapolis,
2003), p. 97.

57. Smith argues that “Baraka needs the word ‘Jews’ because it carries emotional force—the
force, unfortunately, of racist sentiment. The words ‘owner,’ ‘proprietor,’ ‘capitalist,’ etc. are
weak in comparison. Our culture provides us with an effective language of oppression but not
with a comparable language of liberation” (“A,” p. 241).
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is an expression of resentment.58 The poem is intentionally “crazy.” And
most simply: the poem is anti-Semitic because Baraka is anti-Semitic.59

Yet there is another answer. “Black Art” targets Jews because it needs Jew-
ish readers to preserve—but not receive—its message. Baraka knew that the
Jewish community in the mid-1960s was both vulnerable enough and pow-
erful enough to react to the poem. (Other white readers, in contrast, were
too powerful: they could ignore the poem or avenge it.)60 To return to
Celan’s metaphor: the poem’s attack on Jews was the bottle protecting the
letter—a way to fortify the poem on its journey into the future.

There is evidence to support this answer. “Black Art” made its most im-
mediate impact on the Black Arts Movement. But Jewish intellectuals in
New York were its second most responsive audience. In 1965, Stanley
Kauffmann published “LeRoi Jones and the Tradition of the Fake” inDissent
and George Dennison published “The Demagogy of Le Roi Jones” in Com-
mentary. In 1966, Shlomo Katz published “LeRoi Jones’s Teutonic Accent”
in Midstream. (“‘Black Art,’” Katz declares, “speaks with a certain kind of
German accent.”)61 Later that year, Midstream published a symposium on
“Negro-Jewish Relations in America,”which included responses to Baraka’s
work by Jacob Cohen, Lucy S. Dawidowicz, and Leslie Fiedler.62 (“Black
intellectuals like LeRoi Jones . . . perform for the delectation of Jews in
the audience.”63 “Stokely Carmichael and LeRoi Jones are America’s Na-
rodnaya Volya.”64 “LeRoi Jones [is] the victim of his own anguish and
58. Sollors: “But why does Baraka’s poem kill Jews—who had once been his metaphor for
Blacks? Precisely for this reason. In Baraka’s nationalist world view, Jews remain images of
assimilated Negroes” (Sollors, Amiri Baraka/LeRoi Jones, p. 199).

59. Baraka discusses his anti-Semitism in “Confessions of a Former Anti-Semite” (1980).
60. “Literature, oh literature,” Lu Xun declares, “you are a most useless thing. Only those

without power talk about you; no one with real strength bothers to talk, they just murder peo-
ple” (Lu Xun, “Literature in Times of Revolution,” trans. Andrew Stuckey, in Jottings under
Lamplight, trans. Stuckey et al., ed. Eileen J. Cheng and Kirk A. Denton [Cambridge, Mass.,
2018], p. 201). Baraka’s Dagger and Javelins (1984) opens with an epigraph from Lu: “Only those
who can kill can preserve life; / only those who know hatred can have love; / only those who
want to preserve life and have love can write literature” (quoted in Baraka, Daggers and Jave-
lins: Essays [New York, 1984], p. 16).

61. Shlomo Katz, “LeRoi Jones’ Teutonic Accent,” Midstream 12 (Apr. 1966): 79.
62. See Joel Carmichael et al., “Negro-Jewish Relations in America: A Symposium,” Mid-

stream 12 (Dec. 1966): 3–91. Twenty-seven writers (including a single African American writer)
contributed to the symposium in Midstream. That same year, Liberator serialized Eddie Ellis’s
“Semitism in the Ghetto” over three issues, beginning with the issue that included “Black Art.”
James Baldwin and Ossie Davis resigned from the magazine’s advisory board in protest over
the article’s anti-Semitism. For an account of the controversy, see Christopher M. Tinson, Rad-
ical Intellect: “Liberator” Magazine and Black Activism in the 1960s (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2017),
pp. 123–36.

63. Jacob Cohen, “Negro-Jewish Relations in America,” p. 11.
64. Lucy S. Dawidowicz, “Negro-Jewish Relations in America,” p. 14.
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mishigas.”65) In the mid-1960s, the Holocaust was an unprocessed trauma;
anti-Semitismwas perceived as an imminent threat. “Black Art” took advan-
tage of these facts.66 One could argue that it continues to take advantage of
these facts.

To coordinate temporalities and identities, to kill without killing: these
poetic effects create the conditions for revolution and imply a theory of rev-
olution. Central to this theory is the concept of the long game. In an article
for Ebony in 1969, David Llorens quotes Baraka:

As a nationalist, you can afford to lay, man, until you get your s . . t
correct. You know that what you’ve got to do is get your people to-
gether to fight. Your people. The war ain’t gonna be on today and off
tomorrow. It’s going to be years and years and years and years. It’s
gonna be a generation to generation. It’s gonna be people passing on
information and passing on ways to kill this bastard off.67

Baraka’s “years and years and years and years” anticipates Huey P. Newton’s
understanding of revolution in Revolutionary Suicide (1973): “the expression
‘revolution in our lifetime,’”Newton writes, “means something different to
me than it does to other people who use it. I think the revolution will grow in
my lifetime, but I do not expect to enjoy its fruits.”68 For Baraka, poetry is
how to create and sustain this “our,” this “we.”

6. Coda
Two objections to my arguments in this article. First: I oversimplify

Baraka’s approach to revolution. Daniel Matlin suggests that Baraka’s ap-
proach changed after the riots in Newark in 1967. (During the riots, he
was assaulted by the police and arrested. Later that year, he was convicted
65. Leslie A. Fiedler, “Negro-Jewish Relations in America,” p. 22.
66. “Rationally we ‘know’ there can be no pogroms here,” writes Nat Hentoff, “but if the

lead headline in tomorrow’s paper were to say, ALL JEWS ARE TO REPORT AT THE NEAR-
EST ARMORY BY SUNSET FOR TRANSPORTATION, would those of us Jews over thirty-
five, let us say, be totally surprised?” (Nat Hentoff, “Introduction,” in James Baldwin et al.,
Black Anti-Semitism and Jewish Racism [New York, 1969], p. ix). In “My Negro Problem—and
Ours” (1963), Norman Podhoretz describes the “insane rage that can stir in me at the thought
of Negro anti-Semitism” (Norman Podhoretz, “My Negro Problem—and Ours,” Commentary
35 [Feb. 1963]: 100); Baraka discusses Podhoretz’s essay in A, p. 225.

67. Quoted in David Llorens, “Ameer (LeRoi Jones) Baraka,” Ebony, 1 Aug. 1969, pp. 82–83.
68. Huey P. Newton and J. Herman Blake, Revolutionary Suicide (New York, 2009), p. 4. In

In Our Terribleness (1970), Baraka sets a date for the revolution: “The date 2188, approximate
fall of the / Western empires, to complete ruin” (Baraka and Fundi, “Order of Service,” in In
Our Terribleness [Indianapolis, 1970], p. [14]). What I am calling the “long game” has a vexed
relationship with what Julius B. Fleming, Jr. calls “black patience”; see Julius B. Fleming, Jr.,
“Transforming Geographies of Black Time: How the Free Southern Theater Used the Planation
for Civil Rights Activism,” American Literature 91 (Sept. 2019): 587–617.
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of misdemeanor gun possession and sentenced to three years in prison. The
conviction was overturned on appeal.) In 1964, he rushed home from Buf-
falo, where he was teaching, to support the riots in Harlem.69 In 1968, he
called rioters “not warriors,” but “chumps” in a speech to African American
students.70 The change raises the question: Is my account of the long game
anachronistic?

Baraka likely changed his approach to revolution before 1967. After mov-
ing to Harlem in 1965, he opened the Black Arts Repertory Theatre/School
(BARTS) in a brownstone at 109West 130th Street. In June, BARTS received
a grant fromHARYOU-ACT, an antipoverty organization, to run a summer
program.71 (HARYOU-ACT received most of its funding from the Office of
Economic Opportunity [OEO], a federal agency.) BARTS organized an am-
bitious program of performances, exhibitions, and classes.72 In September, a
scandal erupted. “Separatists Get HARYOU-ACT Jobs,” read a New York
Times headline.73 Funding for BARTS was cut. The OEO denied knowledge
of the program, but then defended it. “We’d rather see these kids fussing on
the stage . . . than on the streets,” remarked an OEO official. “Would they
have preferred a Watts?” asked Sergeant Shriver, the OEO director.74 After
a summer of radical programing, Baraka had to confront his complicity
69. See Daniel Matlin, On the Corner: African American Intellectuals and the Urban Crisis
(Cambridge, Mass., 2013), p. 145. “I left Buffalo, to get closer to what was happening,” Baraka
writes: “The events rang in me like the first shots of a war, which I not only knew would break
out but one that I had to get into because I felt I had helped start it. I remember getting a
.45 automatic from where I had stashed it” (A, p. 283).

70. Quoted in Matlin, “‘Lift Up Yr Self!’ Reinterpreting Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones), Black
Power, and the Uplift Tradition,” The Journal of American History 93 (June 2006): 105.

71. HARYOU-ACT was the result of the merger of two organizations—Harlem Youth Op-
portunities Unlimited and Association Community Team—in 1964. For a history of HARYOU-
ACT, see Matlin, On the Corner, pp. 36–122.

72. Program highlights: a panel on “The Black Artist and Revolution,” see display ad 62,
New York Amsterdam News, 1 May 1965, p. 23; Sonia Sanchez teaching “Remedial Education”
and Sun Ra teaching “Music of the Spheres,” see display ad 89, New York Amsterdam News,
12 June 1965, p. 22; Baraka’s play J-E-L-L-O (1965, 1970), see display ad 53, New York Amsterdam
News, 17 July 1965, p. 22; and an exhibition of “Afro-American photographers . . . assembled by
Leroy McLucas” (“Photo Exhibit at Black Arts Repertory,” New York Amsterdam News, 21 Aug.
1965, p. 22). BARTS also deployed “mobile cultural units” across Harlem. As Baraka recalls:
“each night throughout that summer we flooded Harlem streets with new music, new poetry,
new dance, new paintings, and the sweep of the Black Arts movement had recycled itself back
to the people. We had huge audiences, really mass audiences, and though what we brought
was supposed to be avant and super-new, most of it the people dug” (A, p. 308).

73. See Emanuel Perlmutter, “Separatists Get HARYOU-ACT Jobs,” New York Times,
14 Sept. 1965, p. 26.

74. The Office of Economic Opportunity during the Administration of President Lyndon B.
Johnson, vol. 1 of Administrative History (Washington, D.C., 1973), pp. 79, 81.
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in the pacification of Harlem. One can speculate that he began to reconsider
the importance of the long game.75

A second objection: I oversimplify the poem’s tone. Why, for example,
does Baraka put “poems that kill” in quotation marks? Is he being ironic?
Lorenzo Thomas argues that Baraka modeled “Black Art” on Kenneth
Koch’s “Fresh Air” (1956), an ironic attack on academic poetry. (“Summer
in the trees!”Koch declares, “‘It is time to strangle several bad poets.’”)76The
connection, for Thomas, is key to understanding Baraka’s “rhetoricalmethod”
and the goal of the poem: “Even though ‘Black Art’ uses overdramatized and
violent images, it should be clear that the poem effectively limits itself to a call
for ‘cleaning up’ the Harlem community.”77

Thomas misunderstands Baraka’s connection to Koch. The phrase “po-
ems that kill” is a quote from Jeff Giles’s “Poems That Kill,” a two-page poem
that appeared in the little magazine Mother in March 1965. The poem re-
peats a series of lines over four sections. The second section, for instance,
repeats “dot fires dot fires dot fires” and “consumed with loving figs so”
six times each.78 “Poems That Kill” is a conventional New York School
poem—conceptual, playful, abstract. And Mother is a conventional New
York School journal. Koch, the quintessential New York School poet, ap-
peared in the previous issue—as did Thomas himself. One can speculate that
Baraka had been invited to contribute and had written “Black Art” in re-
sponse. (“I’ll show you poems that kill.”) Mother—along with Koch and
the entire New York School—was part of the “dying culture” Baraka was at-
tempting to replace.

Why raise these objections at the end of this article? The objections may
not be fatal, but they are representative. “Black Art” courts objections—po-
litical and historical, poetic and hermeneutic. One could just as easily object
to my account of the poem’s influence or novelty or intended audience. For
a weapon, “Black Art” is strangely ambiguous.

But, ultimately, this is what we can learn about poetry from “Black Art”:
poems can weaponize ambiguity. Ambiguity as contradiction, not as vague-
ness. Poems do not and cannot kill—at least not directly. But they resist.
They resist the past and present, the reader, the poet, poetry itself. These acts
of resistance, together, provide a ground for political change, a way to ad-
dress the future. By writing a poem about poems that kill, Baraka reveals
how and why poems matter.
75. For an account of Baraka’s activism after 1965, see Komozi Woodard, A Nation within a
Nation: Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones) and Black Power Politics (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2005).

76. Kenneth Koch, “Fresh Air,” in The Collected Poems of Kenneth Koch (New York, 2007),
p. 124. Baraka discusses the poem in A, p. 233.

77. Thomas, “‘Communicating by Horns,’” p. 297.
78. Jeff Giles, “Poems That Kill,” Mother 4 (1965): 38.




