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This book New Bones is an amazing collection. Of course, we can say this be-
cause of the extensive work that has been put into completing the project. But
there are other reasons for holding this anthology in high esteem, including that
it is the first and most extensive collection of its kind. There are other well-
regarded texts that collect contemporary writings by African Americans, but
those works often organize around a theme, genre, or subject matter. New Bones
pulls together, in one well-compiled resource, writings by Black writers since
1970, the time period that many readers are most familiar with and intrigued by.
What makes New Bones an even more exciting collection is the way that it brings
together well-known writers and newer voices, creating a lovely gathering of
Black voices. These are, quite literally, new bones.

In organizing the anthology we have selected works that best represent au-
thors, but also works that introduce and expand ideas of what contemporary
African-American literature is. We have chosen a broad spectrum of writing:
fiction, poetry, autobiography, nonfiction essays, speeches, plays; covering a
wide range of topics, including relationships, gender, history, social problems,
migration, education, mythology, color, identity, language, amongst others. We
have also carefully avoided, in most cases, using excerpts of works, especially
with fiction, and instead used representative short fiction when possible so that
the reader can appreciate the entire piece. In the cases where excerpts are used,
we have offered a generous selection for context.

There are three prominent features of the anthology that bear some com-
ment; the first is the introductory essay that precedes each writer. This essay
serves to introduce the reader to the writer using biographical and career infor-
mation as well as providing a brief overview of the themes and aesthetics of the
included selections. These introductory essays also offer ways of reading the
work, sometimes give insight on common ways that a writer or a work has been
received, and often make reference to other writers in the anthology whose work
evokes similar themes or ideas. In this way, the introductory essays serve to clar-
ify the incredible web that is contemporary African-American literature.

Another important feature of New Bones is the inclusion of “Focused Study”
sections. These focused studies aim to give a reader a more extensive introduc-
tion to a particular writer, and in this respect, those sections are significantly
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longer than others. Each focused study provides a longer introductory essay, a
wider selection from the author’s work, and at least one secondary essay relevant
to the author (for example, an interview, or a critical essay). The eight such sec-
tions included are divided across genres and subject matter,
newer as well as established writers,

A final noteworthy feature is the Very compre
proceeds this preface. This essay, written in very readable prose, provides a very
effective introduction to contemporary African-American literature. offering in-
sight into the historical and political factors that preceded this body of writers.
The essay further explores the development of contemporary aesthetics in vari-
ous genres. What is most effective about this essay is the way that it offers gen-
eral and thematic frameworks with specific examples, such that readers of other
works included in the anthology can readily consider texts in light of the body of
information in the introduction. The anthology also includes key artwork by
Black visual artiss in the last thirty years, and ends with a list of writers not in-

cluded in the anthology, but who are also part of this larger body of contempo-
rary African-American writers and thinkers,

We hope that you will find thi

and also highlight

hensive introductory essay that

s collection useful, inspiring, and engaging.

Kevin Everod Quashie
R. Joyce Lausch
Keith D. Miller
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The sharp increase in both quality and quantity of literary production from the
1970s through 1990s signals a contemporary renaissance of African American lit-
erature, one that rivals the scope and duration of the Harlem Renaissance. The
number of award-winning Black authors has grown dramatically, with more in the
1980s and 1990s than in the rest of the century. Consider, for example, Derek Wal-
cott’s 1992 Nobel Prize, Toni Morrison’s 1993 Nobel Prize, August Wilson’s 1987
and 1990 Pulitzer Prizes, Yusef Komunyakaa's 1993 Pulitzer Prize, Maya Angelou’s
reading of a poem at President Clinton’s 1993 inauguration, and Rita Dove’s 1987
Pulitzer Prize and unprecedented two-term appointment as poet laureate. All of
these achievements testify to the importance of African American literature in
broader American life. Since 1990, it has not been uncommon for three or four
African American authors to appear simultaneously on the New York Times best-
seller list. With a diverse and growing audience, including a committed African
American audience, Black authors are enjoying richly deserved visibility and,
sometimes, fame.

In addition, scholars in the last fifteen years have placed Black literature at the
center of English and Women’s Studies curricula. And many universities have es-
tablished African American studies programs that highlight literature.

The ascendance of African American literature after roughly 1970 is related
to the vigorous, grassroots racial protest of the previous sixteen years. That
protest arguably began in 1954, when JoAnn Robinson and her organization, the
Women'’s Political Council, raised strong objections to legalized racial segrega-
tion on the buses of Montgomery, Alabama. The following year, Rosa Parks was
arrested for refusing to yield her seat on a Montgomery bus to a white man. Im-
mediately, Robinson and the Women'’s Policital Council distributed thousands of
leaflets calling for African Americans to boycott city buses. Emerging as the
leader of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Martin Luther King, Jr., defined the
protest as a Biblical struggle against American Pharaohs and part of dark-skinned
peoples’ worldwide rebellion against white supremacy and colonialism. When
his home was bombed, King delivered an impromptu Sermon on the Porch, ex-
Plaining that the boycott would only rely on the weapon of Christian love and
nonviolence. In 1955 the Supreme Court vindicated the nonviolent boycotters by
outlawing segregation on the buses of Montgomery.
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 Ella Baker, youthful protesters then met to forrq the Studen 5 ,
:“rd[irlu]ating Cur);miuee (SNCC), which was organized by Rol;e[r{t M(l)sf].;ufilLll[b\)
Doris Robinson, and many others. In 1961 the Congrgss 0 znuzl1 q RldLS
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through Alabama and Mississippi. White racists greeted Fre?dom Ri erT \\F n; .
vere beatings and set one bus on fire with the Freedom Riders aboard. Far
and other Freedom Riders, not their attackers, were jailed. - ‘

Much to the chagrin of President John Kennedy, a huge, nonv1ol.em grass-
roots struggle engulfed much of the South and the nation. The most important
focal points were Mississippi, where Fannie Lou Hamer, a former sharecr?pper,
inspired many with her courage and her songleading; and Alabamg, where King
directed his key crusades. Following Kennedy’s assassination, President Lyn(l(.m
Johnson secured passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the most impor[ant.raalal
law since Reconstruction. In 1965, following protests by SNCC and Km.g in
Selma, Alabama, Johnson proposed and Congress approved the Voting Rights

Acts, which guaranteed that, for the first time, African Americans could vote
anywhere in the United States.
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In this context, between roughly 1965 and 1976, authors banded to form the
k Arts Movement, which sought to redefine and transform social conditions
yugh literature. Specifically, writers furthered the freedom struggle, promoted
ck Power” and “Black Consciousness,” and proclaimed the beauty of Black
ple. They urged self-definition, cultural unity, and community-based revolu-
ary politics.

Led by such figures as Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones), Askia Toure, and Larry
al. the Black Arts Movement began in New York City as poets delivered angry,
nacular chants throughout Harlem. Black Arts also flourished in Los Angeles,
| Francisco, Chicago, Detroit, and New Orleans. Ed Bullins, Ron Milner, and
er playwrights attracted eager audiences. Authors initiated numerous jour-
s, including Black Dialogue, and publishing outlets, most notably Dudley Ran-
II's Broadside Press (in Detroit) and Haki Madhubuti’s Third World Press (in
licago). Randall published hundreds of poets, including such older luminaries
Sterling Brown and Gwendolyn Brooks and such promising writers as Nikki
ovanni, Ftheridge Knight, and Sonia Sanchez. Many of these works experi-
ented with form, often incorporating rhythms and phrases from streetcorners.
few Black Arts books, such as Baraka and Neal's anthology Black Fire, received
oad national distribution. But large New York publishers generally avoided
ack Arts writers.

During the 1960s, some feminist activists questioned the assertive, largely
ale public leadership of the Civil Rights Movement, whose watershed March
1 Washington featured a day of speechifying (including King’s famous “1 Have
Dream” address), but no orations by women.

Beginning in 1970, certainly the single most important characteristic of con-
mporary African American literary tradition is the explosion of writing by
omen. In 1970 Toni Cade Bambara edited The Black Woman, a landmark an-
wology that documented Black women writers' dissatisfaction with sexism,
acism, and the narrow range of experience expressed in White and Black litera-
ure. They also announced their new and growing dedication to female self-
etermination and self-expression.

During the 1970s, Audre Lorde, Paule Marshall, Alice Walker, June Jordan,
nd others proposed that «Blackness” was not as unifying or as simple a concept
s many in the Black Arts Movement presumed. Even during the 1960s, such
vriters as Adrienne Kennedy questioned the homogeneity of «Blackness” and the
endency of Black Arts to essentialize Black experience. Jordan, among others,
objected to the traditional, secondary status of woman in defining “Blackness.”

Walker and other southern artists contested the assumption that “Blackness” was
an urban phenomenon, an assumption that seemed popular among Black Arts
participants, who generally lived in large cities. Lorde’s poetry raised the visi-
bility of gays and lesbians within the continuum of “Blackness.” Concentrating
on life in the Caribbean Basin, Marshall and others reminded readers that

African Americans could not contain or define the entire experience of the
African Diaspora.
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The lives of Black women, long ignored or relegated to stereotype, became

the focal point for most Black women writers. Their work in.a[l genres U[tel? E
blended militancy, personal exploration, and self-affirmation. Alice Walker, Toni ,
Morrison, and many others critiqued the valorization of Black manhood and the i
subordination of women—themes that emerged, for example, in the extremely

3
popular, posthumously published Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965). Walker, _‘
Morrison, and others analyzed the intertwining complexities of sex, race, and
class as an argument for the whole, healthy future of Black families and commu-
nities. Investigating gender relationships and stereotypes, they extended the-

matic arenas to include sexuality and spirituality, mother/daughter relationships,
and women'’s friendships.

Poetry: Black Arts Movement and Beyond

The most prominent genre of the Black Arts Movement was poetry that was pub-
licly performed, poetry that was heard as much as it was read. Defiantly anti-
elitist, many Black Arts poets drew from the vernacular tradition of sermons,

popular music, and Black speech (including signifying) to inspire audiences to-
ward revolutionary action. The verse w
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Jazz and the blues. In some cases, p
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movement. Combining the rousing strategies of storyteller and preacher and the
themes of radical politics and Black p

; ride, Black Arts Poets established a rich tra-
dition for contemporary writers to mine,
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During the 1960s, some African nations moved from colonization to inde-
endence—or, as King and Malcolm X explained, from oppression to freedom.
1 an effort to negate the effects of White ideology, people began to investigate
ind celebrate African culture, which inspired a sense of common origin and
relped create a “new” African American identity. Civil rights activists, including
cannie Lou Hamer, traveled to Africa; Stokely Carmichael moved there. Many
Black poets—including Nikki Giovanni, Sonia Sanchez, and Amiri Baraka—also
journeyed there, often returning with new styles of dress and song and vocabu-
lary to integrate into their work. Maya Angelou and Audre Lorde also ventured
to Africa for inspiration. The exploration of African mythologies and images is
still common in contemporary African American poetry, as the interest in the
African Diaspora thrives.

Poets expanded the territory of Black poetry in other ways as well. Through-
out the 1960s and 1970s, Derek Walcott explored themes related to the West In-
dies. In Poems from Prison (1968), Etheridge Knight spotlighted the life of the
underclass and, especially, the not uncommon experience of prison. In 1997, Tei
Derricotte explored biracial identity—an examination that younger poet Ruth
Ellen Kocher continues in Desdemona’s Fire (1999).

Like other genres, poetry experienced a woman-driven shift in the 1970s,
when Lorde published Cables to Rage (1970), From a Land Where Other People
Live (1973), New York Head Shop and Museum (1974), Between Our Selves
(1976), and Coal (1976). Lorde’s prestige and audience grew with each new col-
lection. She filled her verse with images of strong, self-affirming women, and es-
pecially in The Black Unicorn (1978), she integrated African mythology,
establishing ties between Africa and African America and imagining wider realms
of self-definition and self-assertion for Black women. Lucille Clifton wrote her
second and third collections of poetry, Good News about the Earth (1972) and An
Ordinary Woman (1974), which forecast her prolific production of seven more
collections and a memoir during the 1980s and 1990s. With the publication of
second and third collections—New Days: Poems of Exile and Return (1974) and
Things That I Do in the Dark (1977)—June Jordan stepped forward as a dominant
poetic force whose output would be profuse. Clifton and Jordan focused on the
strength and resilience of mothers in Black communities and the dynamics of
gender relationships. Clifton’s concision contributed to the impact of her state-
ments about genealogy, Christian heritage, and women’s friendships, while Jor-
dan expanded the range of poetic subjects and themes. Women poets of
1990s—including Ruth Forman, Jewelle Gomez, and Toi Derricotte—benefitted
enormously from the formidable legacy of Lorde, Clifton, and Jordan.

Many poets continue to rely on the still lively sounds and rhythms of bluesand
jazz. Sherley Anne Williams, Quincy Troupe, and Michael S. Harper integrate mu-
sicality into the style and content of their poetry. Writing about solitary Black
women and about relationships between Black men and women, Williams relies on
the blues tradition with its emphasis on remembering pain and brutality and with
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its call to transcend pain in secular ways. She—pfoclalms the ]s(ofrrl(iws of Phllj:mz:é
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Drama: A Continuing Social Force

During the 1960s, drama (along with poetry) deployed language as a weapon of
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ith narrative voice may help subsequent writers capitalize on sociological field re-
-arch and what it says about race in the United States.

The most celebrated American playwright of the 1980s and early 1990s is
ugust Wilson. Wilson often depicts African Americans in the urban North dur-
g earlier decades of the twentieth century. These characters, who typically
nge from the lumpen-proletariat to the lower middle class, struggle against se-
ere restrictions that racism imposes on their lives, which combine wit, pluck,
purage, pathos, and tradegy. In Fences, which premiered on Broadway in 1987,
Vilson created his saddest and most memorable character in the charming Troy
faxson, a garbageman and former baseball player in the Negro Leagues, who is
egraded by racism and his own inability to emotionally support his son and
ife. With Wilson’s phenomenal presence, but also with the talent and works of
mith, Shange, and others, the dramatic tradition in African American literature
>mains strong.

iction: Renewal of Narrative

lineteen seventy proved at least as important as any year in the entire history of
frican American letters. In 1970, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, and June Jordan
ach published their first novels: The Bluest Eye, The Third Life of Grange
opeland, and His Own Where, respectively. Morrison concentrated on the effects
finternalized racism on the disintegration of a Black family in a small midwest-
m town. Walker focused on impoverished Black men in the South who brutal-
ed women after being brutalized themselves by Whites. And Jordan rounded
ut the variation with her examination of experience in New York City. Not only
id Toni Cade Bambara publish her germinal anthology, The Black Woman, in
970, she also issued Tales for Black Folks, which demonstrated that African
merican stories and traditions needed to be preserved and communicated
ithin the Black community.

Narrative fiction revived the treasure of orality and storytelling that had
een practiced primarily in the mode of poetry during the Black Arts Movement.
elying on vernacular language, James Alan McPherson’s stories in Hue and Cry
1969) depict survival under White power or loss suffered under it. John
Villiams’s fast-paced novels, including his well-known The Man Who Cried I Am
1967), critiqued the continuation of racial inequities. Albert Murray’s Train
‘histle Guitar (1974) is informed by jazz and the blues. In Mumbo Jumbo (1972)
nd other novels, postmodernist Ishmael Reed—an advocate of “Neohoodoo-
m”—harnesses wild fantasy and collage to mock diverse foibles and absurdi-
es, including racism.

It is not that Black fiction was dormant during the 1960s, but more that po-
ry and drama became central to the political imperatives of the time period.
‘ear the end of the 1960s, the publication of the texts listed above, and some
1at follow, led to the current contemporary interest in Black fiction, an interest
at rivals the period in the 1940s and 1950s when James Baldwin, Richard
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the New York Times bestseller list, popularized her as a romance writer. Octavia
Butler's numerous novels, including Wild Seed (1980), apply devices of science
fiction to illuminate slavery and oppression, while Samuel Delany’s Return to
Neveryon Series uses science fiction to explore sexuality. All these intertexts
complicate common forms with African American themes.

Revision of “American” history and increasing acknowledgment of multiple
and global heritage has created greater recognition of writers who examine the
African Diaspora and immigration. The contributions of Caribbean-based writers
are especially marked. Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959), Praisesong
Jor the Widow (1983). and Daughters (1991) examine relationships between
Alfrican Americans and Caribbeans, Michelle Cliff's Abeng (1984) and No Telephone
to Heaven (1987) elide Jamaican history, myth, colonization, and constructs of
race. Jamaica Kincaid’s novels Annie John (1985), Lucy (1990), and Autobiography
of My Mother (1996) and her short story collection At the Bottom of the River (1996)
plumb the intricacies of mother-daughter relationships and colonized identities.
Edwidge Danticat's Krik? Krak! (1995) is rich in the tradition of Haitian story-
telling. The variation of Black lives and identities put forth by Caribbean-based
writers notably expands the entire literature of the western hemisphere.

Fiction for children has also blossomed. Creating positive communities and
€ncouraging positive Black identity requires educating Black children to resist
discrimination and affirm history, heritage, and self. Since the Black Arts Move-
ment insisted on a revolutionary vision of African American culture and commu-
nities, production of children’s literature has proliferated. Well-known authors
have written many books for children. Lucille Clifton has published more than a
dozen children’s books, many featuring a young African American boy, Everett
Anderson, learning about his culture. June Jordan’s first novel, His Own Where
(1970), was intended for adolescents. Her Fannie Lou Hamer (1972) reminds a
young audience of Hamers huge importance. Sherley Anne Williams' recent
Working Cotton (1992) is based on the poetry in Peacock Poems (1975), which
documents a day in the life of a young girl in the field.

Autobiography: Subjectivity Spoken

While autobiographies were popular and prevalent during the 1960s (for exam-
ple those of Malcolm X, King, and Anne Moody), the genre experiences an ex-
plosion in the 1970s similar to that in fiction, especially in terms of a greater
Number of Women’s voices. In 1970—the same year that Alice Walker, Toni
MOl"Tison. and June Jordan issued their first novels—Maya Angelou’s T Know
Why The Caged Bird Sings dazzled readers and became enormously famous.
Caged Bird and Angelou’s many sequels spurred the popularity of autobiography.

With the publication of Zami (1983), which she calls biomythography,
Audre Lorde offers the first written account by a Black lesbian dealing with isola-
tion from her Black family and culture, her outsider status in queer culture, and
hOmophobia during the 1950s and 1960s in the United States, Lorde also imag-
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ines for herself a healing and redeeming space within the Grcna.dian m \'Fh()]f)g)’
and poetic language her mother passed down to her. In her poetic memoir, Gen-
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work as the immediate setting), and closes with the future of her children and
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Barbara Smith and her colleagues’ All The Women Are White, All the Blacks Are
Men, But Some of Us Are Brave (1982) highlights the intersections of race, gen-
der, and sexuality and recommends such an analysis as a heuristic for reading.
Both in her essays and in Her Own Where, June Jordan consistently supports the
power and value of Black English. Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider (1984) chal-
lenges and broadens scholars’ treatment of sexuality in African American letters.
Articulating powerful social criticism, bell hooks and Cornel West dialogue in
BREAKING BREAD (1991). In several essays in YEARNING (1990), hooks advo-
cates a body of work to critique media depictions of African Americans. Varied in
subject and approach, these and other philosophical texts revise the ways schol-
ars and the public view African American culture and literature,

Broad Themes in Contemporary Black Writing

The themes that are central to Black literature post-1970 are interconnected with
and reflective of developments in the genres. One principal idea is exploration of
selfhood, a theme that has its roots in the experiences of forced migration and
enslavement, and the unrelenting oppressive economic, social. and psychosocial
conditions that African Americans endure in the U.S. landscape. This theme
manifests most clearly in the autobiographical tradition. The particular approach
that these writers take to self and selfhood includes a greater exploration of dif-
ference among people who are linked by racial identity; including investigations
of mixed-race identity and sexuality. As the population of African America
grows, the notions of community and class necessarily undergo critique and ex-
Pansion. Some examples include Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird
Sings, which focuses on the development of identity for a young African Ameri-
can girl; or Bebe Moore Campbell’s Sweet Summer (1989), which investigates the
relationship between a young girl growing up in urban Philadelphia with her
mother but spending sweet summer months with her father in rural North Car-
olina, Both writers focus on coming of age for Black girls, which was something
of a literary novelty, and Campbell offers a rare commentary on Black women
and their fathers. Further examples include Toi Derricotte’s poetic commentary
on biracial identity; Essex Hemphill's attention to the lives of Black men and
their Participation in Black American national and cultural politics; or Terry
McMillan’s romance-flavored look at Black middle class lives—al] of which sug-
gest the expansive nature of selfhood in contemporary literature,

The concept and construction of memory, which is a part of the contempo-
rary interrogation of selfhood, is an especially fruitful theme for work in this an-
thology because of the relationship between memory and history, truth and time.
Memory is crucial because of the inaccurate histories that have been recorded
about the lives of African Americans, and the contested nature of what is called
“the Black €xperience.” Sometimes, all there is to refute an error of history is the
Memory of a person who dares to tell his or her truth. And still, the act of re-
membering is dynamic and fluid, always changing how the event or experience
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poets—Sonia Sanchez, Angela Jackson, Jayne Cortez, Clarence Major, Quincy
Troupe, and Michael Harper—have created work with strong examples of this ten-
dency. This interest in language influences both the content and the form of the
work. For example, Cortez, Troupe, and Harper are expressedly interested in writ-
ing in a jazz style, in a form that mirrors the repetition and revision that is jazz
music aesthetic. This formalistic innovation reinforces the orality and performance
quality that so characterized the poetry of Black Arts. Additionally, writers like
Sapphire are beginning to introduce elements of hip hop into the literary tradition;
this inclusion of hip hop is part of the “New Black Aesthetic” that novelist Trey
Ellis argues in his essay of the same name. This special attention to form and con-
tent has been supported by the increased presence of Black studies in academic in-
stitutions. In fact, two of the more celebrated scholarly texts of Black literary
criticism are Houston Baker's Blues, Ideology and Afro-American Literature (1984)
and Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s The Signifying Monkey, both of which are centrally
about Black literary language use.

In works since 1970, many writers and thinkers, especially various Black
women, explore psychic, spiritual, and social healing and restoration. The scope of
political activism often includes issues of community and nation, attempting to
separate those issues from private experiences. This attempted division ignores, in
Angela Davis's phrase, “the highly social character of interior lives.” Such authors
as Davis, Audre Lorde, Alice Walker, and bell hooks assert that both interior spaces
and public issues are territory for political destruction and political restoration. In
his essay included here, writer and activist Joseph Beam acknowledges these con-
tributions of Black women and draws a direct line between their psychic and spiri-
tal interests and his own themes. A similar connection can be seen in works by
Cornelius Eady and Randall Kenan,

This attention to the psychic and spiritual capacities of self results in an in-
terest in the power of the spirit and in the struggle toward wholeness. The aes-
thetic fepresentation of wholeness does not lead to easy or simplistic resolutions,
but instead allows writers to address complex issues, such as urban deteriora-
tion, or globalization of economies. Alice Walker’s novel Possessing the Secret of
Joy, where she weaves a complicated narrative about female genital mutilation is
an example of the uneasy but unrelenting aesthetic investigation of peace and so-
cial justice. Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls is another outstanding example of
the use of interiority as a political site. What these writers suggest is that triumph
is not always public and grand, but sometimes is quiet and sweet, personal and
complicated. These texts struggle with and against nihilism, and gesture towards
the Possibility of transformation.

There are, of course, many other characteristics that could be said to repre-
SFHE. in some way, Black literature since 1970. What we offer here is not a defini-
uve outline, byt highlights of some key themes that are prominent in the works
Surveyed here,

What this anthology reflects is the stunning production of writing by African

Mericans in the past thirty years. Taken together, contemporary African Ameri-
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can writers aim to convincingly re-envision and reframe the entire history of
White and Black American race, gender, and class re] and the entire history
of American literatyre. In many ways, they succeed.
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