Black Poems For Black History Month

A PLACE IN THE COUNTRY
BY TOI DERRICOTTE

We like the houses here.

We circle the lake turning

into dark cleavages, dense-packed gleamings.
We could live here, we say.

We're smiling, but thinking

of the houses at the last resort:

The real estate agent looked surprised
when she saw Bruce’s face; then flipped
quickly through the glossy pictures—
I'm sure you won't like this one;

| can tell it’s not your kind.

Our house in Essex Fells

took a year to sell and sold

to a black family. A friend explained,
once a house is owned

by black people, they're the only ones
they'll show it to. Do we want to live
some place with a view

overlooking the politics?

When we pass

an exit named “Negroe Mountain,”
Bruce smiles and jerks the wheel

as if we almost missed our turn.

Why must everything we want

come by stealth? Why is every road

in this bright country furnished

with its history of hatred? Yet

we keep smiling, driven

by a desire beyond the logic
of if we can afford it,

and whether we would love
or hate it if we did buy.
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Black poems for Black History Month serve as a powerful reminder of the
profound legacy of African American culture, resilience, and creativity. Each
February, as we celebrate Black History Month, poetry emerges as a vital art
form that encapsulates the struggles, triumphs, and voices of Black
individuals throughout history. Black poets have used their craft to



articulate the complexities of the Black experience, shedding light on issues
such as racism, identity, and social justice. This article explores the
significance of Black poetry during Black History Month, highlights notable
poets, and provides a selection of impactful poems that resonate with themes
of empowerment and reflection.

Historical Context of Black Poetry

The evolution of Black poetry can be traced back to the oral traditions of
African cultures, where storytelling and rhythmic language were integral to
communal life. As African slaves were brought to America, they carried with
them rich traditions of music and verse that would eventually influence the
development of various American literary forms.

Key Historical Milestones

1. The Slave Narrative: Early Black poets often wrote in the form of slave
narratives, which documented their experiences and struggles. These
narratives were crucial in raising awareness about the horrors of slavery.

2. The Harlem Renaissance: The 1920s marked a significant period for Black
poetry, highlighted by the Harlem Renaissance. Poets such as Langston Hughes
and Claude McKay explored themes of identity, race, and cultural pride.

3. The Civil Rights Movement: The 1960s saw a resurgence of Black poetry that
addressed civil rights issues. Poets like Gwendolyn Brooks and Nikki Giovanni
used their verse to inspire activism and call for equality.

4. Contemporary Voices: Today, a new generation of Black poets continues to
emerge, addressing modern social issues through their work. Writers like
Amanda Gorman and Ocean Vuong are reshaping the landscape of poetry with
their diverse perspectives.

The Role of Poetry in Black History Month

Black History Month provides an opportunity to celebrate the contributions of
Black poets while also reflecting on the ongoing struggles for equality and
justice. Poetry serves as a medium for both remembrance and inspiration,
allowing readers to connect emotionally with the experiences of Black
individuals throughout history.



Functions of Black Poetry

- Preservation of History: Poetry serves as a historical record, documenting
the experiences and emotions of Black individuals in various contexts.

- Empowerment: Through the exploration of identity and resilience, poetry
empowers both the writer and the reader, fostering a sense of pride and
community.

- Catalyst for Change: Many poets use their work as a platform for social
commentary, addressing contemporary issues such as systemic racism, police
brutality, and inequality.

- Cultural Celebration: Poetry allows for the celebration of Black culture,

heritage, and artistic expression, showcasing the richness of the Black
experience.

Notable Black Poets to Explore

1. Langston Hughes: A leading figure of the Harlem Renaissance, Hughes 1is
known for his jazz-influenced poetry that captures the struggles and joys of
Black life.

2. Gwendolyn Brooks: The first Black woman to win a Pulitzer Prize, Brooks’
work often reflects urban life and the African American experience.

3. Nikki Giovanni: A prominent voice in the Black Arts Movement, Giovanni's
poetry addresses themes of love, race, and social justice.

4. Maya Angelou: An acclaimed poet and civil rights activist, Angelou’s work
speaks to the strength and resilience of Black women.

5. Amanda Gorman: The youngest inaugural poet in U.S. history, Gorman’s work
addresses issues of oppression, feminism, and the power of hope.

Selecting Powerful Black Poems

Here are some powerful poems that resonate with the themes of Black History
Month, each offering a unique perspective on the Black experience:

1. "Still I Rise" by Maya Angelou

In "Still I Rise," Angelou’s unwavering strength and resilience shine through
as she confronts the historical oppression of Black women. The poem’s



repeated refrain of rising above adversity serves as a powerful anthem of
empowerment.

2. "The Negro Speaks of Rivers" by Langston Hughes

This iconic poem connects the history of African Americans to the enduring
nature of rivers, symbolizing the depth of Black experience and heritage.
Hughes eloquently weaves together personal and collective history,
emphasizing the strength that comes from ancestral roots.

3. "We Real Cool" by Gwendolyn Brooks

Brooks’ poem captures the defiance of youth and the harsh realities faced by
Black adolescents. The concise, rhythmic lines reflect the coolness and
bravado of the characters while hinting at the tragic consequences of their
choices.

4. "Ego Tripping" by Nikki Giovanni

In "Ego Tripping," Giovanni celebrates the richness of Black culture and
heritage. The poem is a declaration of identity and pride, showcasing the
beauty and strength of Black people throughout history.

5. "The Hill We Climb" by Amanda Gorman

Gorman’s poem, delivered at the 2021 presidential inauguration, is a powerful
call for unity and hope. It addresses the challenges facing the nation while
inspiring collective action and healing.

How to Engage with Black Poetry During Black
History Month

Engaging with Black poetry during Black History Month can take many forms.
Here are some suggestions for embracing this art form:

1. Read and Reflect: Dedicate time to read works by notable Black poets.
Consider keeping a journal to reflect on your thoughts and feelings about
their messages.

2. Attend Poetry Events: Many communities host readings, workshops, and
discussions during Black History Month. Participating in these events can



deepen your understanding of Black poetry and its significance.

3. Share Poems: Use social media to share your favorite Black poems.
Encourage others to read and discuss these works, fostering a broader
conversation about their impact.

4. Write Your Own Poetry: Inspired by the works of Black poets, consider
writing your own poetry. Use your writing as a means of self-expression and
exploration of themes related to identity and culture.

5. Incorporate Poetry into Education: If you are an educator, consider
integrating Black poetry into your curriculum. Discuss the historical context
and themes present in the poems to enrich students’ understanding of Black
history.

Conclusion

Black poems for Black History Month are not just an artistic expression; they
are a vital part of the ongoing narrative of African American history and
culture. Through their words, Black poets have documented the struggles,
resilience, and triumphs of their communities. As we celebrate Black History
Month, let us embrace the power of poetry to inspire change, foster
understanding, and honor the legacy of those who came before us. By engaging
with these works, we contribute to the ongoing dialogue about race, identity,
and the importance of recognizing and valuing the richness of Black heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some famous black poets to read during
Black History Month?

Some famous black poets include Langston Hughes, Maya Angelou, Gwendolyn
Brooks, and Nikki Giovanni. Their works often explore themes of identity,
struggle, and resilience.

How can black poetry be used to celebrate Black

History Month?

Black poetry can celebrate Black History Month by highlighting the
experiences, struggles, and achievements of black individuals and
communities, fostering understanding and appreciation of African American
culture.



What themes are commonly found in black poetry?

Common themes in black poetry include racial identity, social justice,
resilience, love, heritage, and the celebration of black culture.

Are there any contemporary black poets whose work is
significant today?

Yes, contemporary poets such as Claudia Rankine, Jericho Brown, and Ocean
Vuong are making significant contributions to poetry that reflect modern
issues and experiences within the black community.

What role did poetry play in the Civil Rights
Movement?

Poetry served as a powerful tool for expression and activism during the Civil
Rights Movement, with poets using their voices to inspire, mobilize, and
articulate the struggles for equality and justice.

How can educators incorporate black poetry into
their Black History Month curriculum?

Educators can incorporate black poetry by analyzing specific poems, exploring
the historical context, encouraging creative writing, and facilitating
discussions on the themes presented in the works.

What is the significance of slam poetry in the
context of black history?

Slam poetry has become a vital platform for black voices, allowing poets to
share personal narratives and social critiques, thus continuing the tradition
of spoken word and oral storytelling in black culture.

Can you recommend a black poem that embodies the
spirit of Black History Month?

One recommended poem is 'Still I Rise' by Maya Angelou, which embodies
resilience and empowerment, celebrating the strength and spirit of black
women throughout history.

How does black poetry reflect the intersectionality
of race, gender, and class?

Black poetry often explores the complexities of intersectionality,
illustrating how race, gender, and class intersect to shape individual and
collective experiences, thus providing a deeper understanding of societal
issues.
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