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Where are the happy integers of inventory?

Call the one sandal abstract
8 and talgic:
Glove of the first baseman, it foId:l (]).i?(e ﬁ;ht

Or night’s daring bird feeding on amber insects

The circulations of blood i

' od in the sno
Remind me of the woman we lost. v free
The sea rises behingd us, at our backs,
Mr. Enos Slaughter! didn't dje

In Nebraska, of drink. |
\ f . In the snow tre i
Whiter angel picks its teeth. o sicl
grrors of snow in waier, our names . .
ou were wrong, Rafael, The stars
Violent at their tea, ’

W r
b ;;fetlgz:;st children to learn the arithmetic

1. Baseball player (b. 1916).
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Homunyakaa's poetry also cuts across different levels of diction, from biblical idiom
 journalistic reportage, African American vernacular to high-art lyricism. Kormun-
Wua's remark in Callaloo about Melvin Tolson applies with equal force to his own
urk “he brings together the street as well as the highly literary into a single poetic
Wuitext in ways where the two don't even seem to exhibit division—it’s all one and the
e ” Syncopating short, jagged lines, enjambing and coiling syntax, building musical
sionances through assonance and alliteration, Komunyakaa crafts poems that have
: posingly quick turns of sound and sense. He mimics the sudden riffs, twists, and
anered elaborations of jazz improvisation, in the long tradition of African American
15 who have mined jazz. and the blues for poetry, from Langston Hughes and Sterling
8w to Gwendolyn Brooks and Robert Hayden, Amiri Baraka and Michael 8. Harper.
[iomunyakaa was born James Willie Brown Jr., on April 29, 1947, in Bogalusa, Lou-
fiaa, not far from New Orleans. He changed his name for religious reasons, adopting
i munyakaa from a grandfather smuggled, according to family legend, on a banana
Wit from Trinidad. His father was an illiterate carpenter, remembered with anger and
Ufisciion in “My Father's Love Letters.” After returning from Viemam, Komunyakaa
" ewved his B.A. from the University of Colorado in 1975, his M.A. from Colorado
Si.te University in 1979, and his M.F.A. from the University of California, Irvine, in
1550 He has coedited anthologjes of “jazz poetry” (1991, 1996} and published a volume
il essays and interviews. He won the Pulitzer Prize in 1994 for Neon Vernacular: New
inid Selected Poems and, in 2001, published Pleasure Dome: New and Collected Poems.

1{:: teaches at Princeton University.
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YUSEF KOMUNYAKAA
b. 1947
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rial triggers a sudden memory in “Facing It”: “I see the o :
memory bumps up against ol
?trated by the surrounding .:: .
historical, racial, and political digp

Gray-blue shadows lift
shadows onto an oxcaft.

Making night work for us,
the starlight scope brings
men into killing range.

n

The river under Vi Bridge
takes the heart away -

like. the Water God
riding his dragon.
Smoke-colored .

Viet Cong?
move under our e_yelids,

lords over loneliness
winding like coral vine through
sandalwood & lotus, 15

Communist military forces supported by North
Viemnam against South Vietnam and the United
States in the Vietnam War (1955-75).

| Nearughtedness. Starlight scope: electrical in-
. wmpeni that uses light from the niglit sky to im-
| (ilive nocturnal vision.
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inside our lowered heads
years after this scene

ends. The brain closes
down. What looks like
one step into the trees,

they're lifting crates of ammo
& sacks of rice, swaying

under their shared weight.
Caught in the infrared,
what are they saying?

Are they talking about women
or calling the Americans

beaucouy dien cai dau?
One of them is laughing,
You want to place a finger-

to his lips & say “shhhh.”
You try reading ghost talk

on their lips. They say
up-up we go,” lifting as one.
This one, old, bowlegged,

you feel you could reach out
& take him intc your arms. You

peer down the sights of your M-16,
seeing the full moon
loaded on an oxcart.

Tu Do Street*

Music divides the evening.

I close my eyes & can see

men drawing lines in the dust.
American pushes through the membrane
of mist & smoke, & I'm a small boy
again in Bogalusa: White Only

signs & Hank Snow. But tonight
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I walk into a place where bar girls
fade like tropical birds. When

I order-a beer, the mama-san
behind the counter acts as if she
can’t understand, while her eyes
skirt each white face, as Hank Williams®
calls from the psychedelic jukebox.
We have played Judas’ where
only machine-gun fire brings us
together. Down the street

black GIs hold to their turf also.
An off-limits sign pulls me
deeper into alleys, as I look

for a softness behind these voices
wounded by their beauty & war.
Back in the bush at Dak To

& Khe Sanh,? we fought

the brothers of these women

we now run to hold in our arms.
There’s more than a nation
inside us, as black & white
soldiers touch the same lovers
minutes apart, tasting

each other's breath,

without knowing these rooms
run into each other like tunnels
leading to the underworld.

Facing It

My black face fades,

hiding inside the black granite.

I said I wouldn’t,

dammit: No tears.

I'm stone. I'm flesh.

My clouded reflection eyes me
like a bird of prey, the profile of night
slanted against morning. I turn
this way—the stone lets me go.
1 turn that way—I'm inside

the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
again, depending on the light

to make a difference.

I go down the 58,022 names,

- i o find
e e o e o dsee gon, the capalof St Vit and i1 % L
diers, combination of Viet- U.S. g C e ok e .
namese (dign cai daw) and French lbeauma.:;), S.SAmerit):'aI; cou:-lltq- Sinier (%B"]I’:_";k g 414 {“Améncan country singer and composer (1923—

France had a long coloni i
ey g colonial presence in Vietram lusa: town in Louisiana where Komuiny;

4 Rivoot hesntbica oot 1oL LI T }lis childhood.
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under siege by the North Viemamese army for sev-

eral months in 1968. Dak To: city in northwest

South Vietnam that, in 1967, was the site of one
of the war's most violent battles.
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my own in letters like smoke,

I touch the name Andrew Johnson;
I see the booby trap’s white flash,
Names shimmer on a woman’s blouse
but when she walks away

the names stay on the wall,
Brushstrokes flash, a red bird's
wings cutting across my stare,

The sky. A plane in the sky.

A white vet's image floats

closer to me, then his pale eyes
look through mine. I'm a window.
He’s lost his right arm
inside the stone. In the black mitror
@ woman's trying to erase names:
No, she’s brushing a boy’s hair.

February in Sydney

Dexter Gordon's tenor sax

Plays “April in Paris”

inside my head all the way back

on the bus from Double Bay.

Round Midnight,® the '50s,

cool cobblestone streets

resound footsteps of Bebop!

musicians with whiskey-laced voices

from a boundless dream in French,

Bud, Prez, Webster, & The Hawk,2

€ir names run together riffs,

Painful gods jive talk through

bloodstained reeds & shiny brass

where music is an anesthetic,

Unreadable faces from the human void
float like torn Pages across the bus
windows. An old anger drips into my throat,
& I try thinking something good,

letting the precious bad

settle to the salty bottom. t
Another scene keeps repeating itself: '
I emerge from the dark theatre,

9. Bertrand Tavernier's 1986 movie about expa-

and fast-paced Hurries of notes drawn from :
triate jazz musicians in 1950 Paris, starring jozz matic scale. !
saxophonist Dexter Gordon (1923-1990) and 2. 'Rosund Midnight was Inosely based on the frgoe &
named efter a composition by jazz pianist The-

lives of pianist Bud Powell (1924-1966) and
phonist Lester “Prez” Young (1909-195
worked in Europe late in their careers, like
tial saxophonists Ben Webster (190914
Coleman "The

lonious Monk (1917-1982). “April in Paris”; Jaz
standard. Double Bay: neighborhood i Sydney,
Australia,

1. Style of modem jazz developed in the 1940s
and 1950s, characterized by harmonic expioraticn

Hawk” Hawkins (1904-1969 )

R d alternation between two or more notes.
# 1;:1:11 brewed by the Jackson Brewing Company,
JiNew Orleans. .

My FATHER'S LOVE LETTERS

passing a woman who grabs her red purse
& hugs it to her like a heart attack.
Tremolo.? Dexter comes back to rest
behind my eyelids. A loneliness

lingers like a silver needle

under my blﬂi:l}{l skin,

as [ try to feel how it is

to sc‘;'rgam for help through a horn.

My Father’s Love Letters

On Fridays he'd open a can of ]ax‘
After comyisng home from the mill,
& ask me to write a letter to my mother
Who sent postcards of desert flowers
Taller than men. He would beg,
Promising to never beat her
Again, Somehow I was happy
She had gone, & sometimes wanted
To slip in a reminder, how Mary I..ou”5
Williams’ “Polka Dots & Moonbeams
Never made the swelling go down.
His carpenter’s apron always bulged
With old nails, a claw hammer _
Looped at his side & extension cords
Coiled around his feet.
Words rolled from under the pressure
Of my ballpoint: Love,
Baby, Honey, Please. '
We sat in the quiet brutality
Of voltage meters & pipe threaders,
Lost between sentences . . .
The gleam of a five-pound wedge
On the concrete floor
Pulled a sunset
Through the doorway of his toolshed.
I wondered if she laughed
& held them over a gas burner.
My father could only sign -
His name, but he'd look at blueprints
& sdy how many bricks
Formed each wall. This man,
Who stole roses & hyacinth
For his yard, would stand there
With eyes closed & fists balled,

Lou Williams (19101981},
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5. Recording by jazz pianist and composer Mary
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On BECOMING A MErRMAID [ 865

Laboring over a simple word, almost

tngelly, exploring the parallels between racial and gender oppression. Sometimes, she
Redeemed by what he tried to say. h f

ows a voice upon a legendary historical figure, such as a g:leat ]egn:lca:) ll\:‘l::r:::lr;

' ior in the poem “Nanny,” who surrenders sexual ependency pme
3 il o natio m]f Goodison’s poetry fearlessly crosses boundaries between

. ira:da;:l?]il?:e:. some of her poems explore life in the h1te}1;stices be:lvttf:;r: gg;:sdt:]l;se.
.0 ing a id,” s to a Western archetype and i

. :?:of:}?g:'zl:)gf tvﬁdr:ar:ai.:t’) vsv};:e;e;uy::ph, a change that liberates her from sexual
: mdert confines her within her own body. . .
f'f'noi:?s‘:)sl;’)sre;oetry engages a rich field of senst:al expenenlcel.(ﬂAlnD aalcco'?'le:ll;:ﬁi
'J'ter she melds colors with taste in poems such as “Hungry Belly oy ::I.mects A
| ’hat she calls, in the title of a poem, “The Mango of Poel:ry-, she s
- £ d : oetry with the pleasures of food. Her poetry 1s.h1g.hly musi ,
s, 2 anti.rzes shifting tempo with the speed of jazz improvisation, from stac-
: “Tiencesr o hanted exuberance. Mercurial shifts in voice, person, and diction
- lango:hto (l:'oazlsive momentum. In the complex inner life of a poem such ?;
i 3“5':?1“11_ ;.a}; ’P disparate aspects of the poet’s experience flow tcg?therf]': I::o
o C ;.n al?t,umnl\)ﬂith ‘West Indian hurricanes, monastic prayer with Caribbean
I Uf't-h A'J'nenc Mary, Queen of Scots with reggae and Sl}ﬁsm. dlo-class
: IPGe::i:zl::;:sallmm 01,1 August 1, 1947, in Kingston, Jamaica, to a lower-mi

LecrnAa Goobison
b. 1947

Lorna Goodison is one of the most gifted heirs of the Ppioneering West Indian n I
Derek Walcott, Kamay Brathwaite, and fellow Jamaican Louise Bennett, dubbedl

her the “mother of the Jamaican language,” Born a generation later, Goodison wyis

poetry that straddles the divide between Creole verse, as exemplified by Bennett's qin
relsome street vendor in “South Parade Peddler,” and visionary rhetoric, as in Wa e
“Season of Phantasmal Peace.” Al tuch idioms are possible for Goaodison, none of thig
alien. In her poetry, the liquid turns between Standard English and Creole are supjile
quick, barely visible. Fluent in different linguistic and rhetorical registers, she mjg
weaves the discourses that a colcnial education rigidly segregates,
Goodison, who recalls a colonial childhood in which she “spoke two languages *
at home and one at schoel, one from the colenizer and one from the colomze@_ ‘
Unassuming in her explanation of her facility in ¢omposing code-switching poet Y.
“Some things I think of in standard Fnglish and some in Creole,” she explained tq

i ide fired her imagination. From
prk th, but trips to the Jamaican countrysi ; g
3 l\ﬁg l:;rdayou she names The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, _ed;tet} b)lt1 V:t]]jdiegam
» .s\;fa‘;cott’zsfn & Green Night as formative influences. After school, she

interviewer; she is neither afraid of literary English nor ashamed
refuses to be “contained” by “just cne language.”
fodils” even though she “had never seen one,” b
along with other British writers, with helping to open her “inward," imaginative 2yq.
For Goodison, Jamaice’s cultural heterogeneity is recorded most obvinusly in its myl
tifarious place names: “There is everywhere here,” she quips in the poem “To Us, g
Flowers Are Roses™ along with the Ashanti name Accompong and the Amerindipi
Arawak, “there is Alps and Lapland and Berlin / Armagh, Carrick Fergus, Malvey| |
Rhine and Calabar, Askenish.” Likewise, Goodison’s poeiry freely embraces a range il
cultural and lingnistic inheritances, whether European, Caribbean, or African,
Goodison describes her own ancestry as mixed, declaring, “It all belongs to me” “Iog
great grandfather was a man called Aberdeen, who obviously came from Scotland. A4
my great grandmother came from Guinea, and because they had a mating and produce
my grandmother, who looked like an American Indian—TI have relatives who look lgis
Egyptians and my son is an African prince—all of it belon
In some of her poems, Goodison has self-mocldngly ‘
“mulatta,” but with an intercultural delight that stands i
torment of “mulatto” poems such as Walcott's “A Far Cry from Africa.”
Goodisen sees her personal history of racial and culturs] hybridity as exemplifyiag g
broader experience. Her poems about the genesis of her “family’s history,” she says qf
works such as “Guinea Woman,” suggest “everybody’s family history in the colong
experience, a Jamaican experience.” Goodison thinks back ¢hroy i
in particuler, reclaiming aspects of past experience that have traditionally b
alized, including the lives of Afro-Caribbean slaves and domestic servants, The che
acter portrait is often Goodison’s imaginative vehicle for individualizing ‘
history, as in “Annie Pengelly” and “Tiirn Thanks to Miss Mirry.”
cificinjustices of Jamaican colonial history—enslavement nearcerati
vet offers a nuanced treatment of, for example, the white mistress of the slave glrlAnmi

On Becoming a Mermaid

Watching the underlife idle by
you think drowning must be easy death
just let go and let the water carry you
nd under

:‘:::Z:rrent pulls your bathing-plaits loose
your hair floats out straightened by the Wﬁtgr
your legs close together fuse all the length down
your feet now one broad foot

the toes spread into

a fish-tail, fan-like,

your sex locked under

mother-of-pearl] scales 'd

’re a nixie! now, a mermai '

r);r;zn—tinged fish/fleshed woman/thing
who swims with thrashing mevements

and stands upended on the sea floor

.I‘.,‘ Water nymph.

i 9). In Jamaica, she worked as an
k- mlamai?a (19671;:61'811221:333 Lﬁfnﬁlﬁrﬁfﬁ 131 1956—87, she was a fellow. at
“h“uatm." al‘;l“;izatz at ’Radcﬁfi’e College, and since 1991, she haﬁ taught creatltlxlre
4 Bunting . nsth United States, at the University of Michigan, and in Canada, a[-l; he
q ‘mmg ]‘DOthfl‘; ito, Among 6th’er awards, she haswon a Cpmmc-mwealth Poetry Prize
[{'l;;:l)mat::dotheoﬁusg‘rave Gold Medal from the Institute of Jamaica (1999).
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