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         Nikki Giovanni and the Black Arts Movement
[bookmark: _GoBack]Poetry is a form of literature that uses aesthetic and rhythmic qualities of language. There are over 100 poem styles. Before you trying to comprehend the poem as a whole, you have to start with an understanding of the individual words, title, structure, language, sound, and rhythm. Famous African American poets Langston Hughes and Claude McKay used their poetry to display black culture in the United States during the New Negro Movement, later known as the Harlem Renaissance. The poetry published was a mixture of southern roots, urban experience, and African heritage and disapproval of the treatment of black people during a time of lynching and after slavery (Abdul). The Harlem Renaissance was the cultural explosion of black culture using music, poetry, and more. The Harlem Renaissance took place in Harlem, New York from the 1910s through the mid-1930s. Despite the awareness and respect given after the Harlem Renaissance, the nation’s laws remained racist (Robson 26). Blacks wanted to gain equal rights under the law in the United States. This birthed the civil rights movement, which occurred during the 1950s and 1960s. Civil rights movement led to blacks wanting to fight back against racism. The black arts movement was composed as an outpouring of feelings about the lack of compassion for blacks and about the cruel and challenging conditions, blacks were enduring daily. During the black arts movement, the primary means of artistic expression were poetry, drama, and music (Robson 80).  The artists in the movement compared to preachers for their ability to create hope with words. The art was created by black people, for black people, about black people in order to achieve artistic and civil liberation. Although at first, strong male voices dominated the black arts movement, female poets helped broaden the perspective of the movement. Nikki Giovanni was a significant member of the Black Arts Movement because of her innovative style of poetry that gave a political voice of expression to African Americans by advocating for Black Power.
Nikki Giovanni was born Yolande Cornelia Giovanni, Jr born on June 7, 1943 in Knoxville, Tennessee. She was born to a working-class family. Nikki’s parents were both teachers but decided to pursue careers that would help support their family better. Her father, Gus Jones Giovanni, was a probation officer, and her mother, Yolande Cornelia Giovanni, was a social worker. She lived with her mother, father, and sister in a predominantly black suburb of Cincinnati, Ohio. While at college, Giovanni became increasingly involved in politics. Giovanni worked to restore the Fisk chapter of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).  Giovanni graduated in 1967 from Fisk University with honors where she received her Bachelor of Art in History. Although she only attended the University of Pennsylvania’s School of Social Work for one semester in late 1967, this was a crucial time in her development as a writer. Not only was 1967 the year she composed much of her first volume of poems, but it was also the year she decided that she was meant for a career in writing (Fowler 13). Shortly after Nikki’s college graduation, her grandmother died. She wrote poetry as a way to cope with her grief. Her first book of poems Black Feeling Black Talk published in 1968. By the mid-1970s, Giovanni had established herself as one of the leading poetic voices. She writes about the things that are important to her. Her poetry was so powerful and impressed so many readers that she earned the nickname the Princess of Black Poetry.  She won a number of awards including being the first person to win the Rosa L. Parks, Langston Hughes Medal for poetry, Woman of Courage Award Woman of the Year from Ladies Home Journal in 1973” (McNaron 2). In Giovanni’s career, many of her poems were about civil rights and segregation. Her choice of words and genuine voice is her strategy to help connect to people on relevant topics. An example of her strategy is in the poem Nikki-Rosa. The poem explores the importance of close families. Here her subject is black wealth and strong family ties. Giovanni explains in the poem that
Black love is Black wealth and they’ll
probably talk about my hard childhood
and never understand that
all the while I was quite happy. (Giovanni 1557)
It is her unforgiving attitude about the problems and oppression Blacks face in America that makes her writing interesting. Giovanni does write in dialect, which can make it harder for people to understand if they do not come from the same region or ethnicity as she does. Giovanni stated, “If everybody became a poet, the world would be so much better” (186). No one would criticize over another’s beliefs. Poetry is to be an outlook not a barrier to others. 
The Black Arts Movement was an artistic expression of the impulse toward “Black Power.” The Black Arts Movement occurred from 1965 to 1975. The black arts movement was the black aesthetic artistic branch of the black power movement (Robson 9). What is the “Black Aesthetic?” Black Aesthetic is a collective of literature with the mission to create a grasp of black culture (Crawford 45). Giovanni became involved in the Black Arts Movement through her editing of Conversation, an art journal out of Cincinnati. Giovanni acquired fame from the release of her first three collections of poetry: Black Feeling, Black Talk (1967), Black Judgement (1968), and Re: Creation (1970). Nikki Giovanni is of the most famous female poets related to the movement, along with Sonia Sanchez. Giovanni’s poems were answering a need for inspiration, anger, and unity. Literature is a powerful lens through which historical periods come alive" (Krull 15). Creative arts are highly valued because they are often mentally stimulating, and they capture the imagination. 
There were three inspiring public figures during the 1950s civil rights movement. They had different approaches for change but were fighting for equality and taken from Earth too soon by murderers. Malcolm X, a person that African Americans depended on and loved assassinated on February 1965. He left the world feeling frustrated and robbed of hope, and people had. With Malcolm X beliefs of self-defense and action, the people were left with African Americans 50 years later still dealing with many of the same dilemmas from the past. After the death of Martin Luther King Jr. in April 1968, African Americans no longer had a voice. No leader, no spokesperson, and were left to go through a quick pace of integration in which African Americans could finally move out of poverty and into proper homes and locations where they feel safe, motivated, and equal. “The assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. (MLK) shattered the movement” (Pitts). This accelerated movement required the creation of schools in areas of poverty that could help bring the knowledge and power to those less fortunate with the power to leave and move on. The response after the death of Martin Luther King was “Don’t Mourn, organize. Shooting MLK was not going to stop us from doing what we had to do” (Pitts). With this mindset, the motivation of African Americans remained strong. The assassination of Robert F. Kennedy in June 1968 persuaded people to migrate from cities back to rural areas.  These three men were fighting for a better future and with their assassination; a chapter left incomplete with no voice currently with the same power and influence as the ones from the past, delaying the inevitable that equal rights for all and the elimination of discrimination. In 1965, shortly after the assassination of Malcom X, poet, writer, and artist Amiri Baraka opened the Black Arts Repertory Theater School (BARTS) in Harlem, New York. After the assassinations, Nikki Giovanni released A Poem on the Assassination of Robert F. Kennedy. This poem contains a lot of metaphors, symbolism, and personification. She is referring to the tree as Mr. Kennedy. The tree fell, meaning the person died. This poem is strong in emotion and the sadness of the topic cuts deep. In Giovanni’s poem Harvest (for Rosa Parks”). Giovanni writes about the arrest of Rosa Parks. Parks sat in the front of a bus and refused to give her seat up to a white person. “They always tell us one…person doesn’t make any difference…but it seems to me…something…should be done…”” (327). Giovanni’s poem is sad, and she seems unhappy about the amount of the abuse black people endured everyday of their lives. Giovanni uses storytelling about a family to explain the story of Rosa Parks.  In Baraka's Black Art poem, he states, "We want "poems that kill" and” Assassin poems, Poems that shoot guns" (116). His poem is a radical and violent poem. Baraka and Giovanni’s poems break down the current event and explain how they feel about the situations in a way that captures the misconduct in America.
The Black Arts Movement helped lay the foundation for modern-day spoken word and hip-hop. Hip-hop music, also called hip-hop or rap music, is a music genre cultivated in the United States by African Americans in the 1970s. Rap shares most of the rest of its basic storytelling conventions with other narrative forms and is poetic. Hip-hop culture, with its street rhythms and explicit lyrics can be can viewed as controversial due to the information and hearing real stories of the cultural experience of African Americans. Hip-hop is recognized as today’s civil rights movement. Rappers face the same challenge as earlier poetic storytellers (Bradley 161). In 1997, Nikki Giovanni released Hip Hop Speaks to Children: A Celebration of Poetry with a Beat, a children’s book with a collection of numerous poems. On the other hand, you can listen to the CD that comes with the book to see how some famous performers have taken a rhyme and turned it into hip-hop. A very diverse group of people including Maya Angelou, Langston Hughes, wrote the poems included in the book. Giovanni appreciates black culture and shows that with the support of music genres created by black people. 
In the 2010s, there were countless events of police brutality against African American people and black people were tired of the misconduct. In 2014, The Black Lives Matter movement was born. They demonstrated against the deaths of numerous African Americans by police actions. In 2013, The Black Lives Matter movement evolved in an unplanned style. Black people throughout the United States share her frustration, and for many, Black Lives Matter offers hope that things will get better. Black Lives Matter movement formed of people from cities and towns throughout the United States. The movement is relatively unstructured; activists have the freedom to pursue their own civil rights actions. The name was an outgrowth of the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag from Twitter. There has been uproar about the Black Lives Matter movement and the riots they caused in handful of cities that were accused of abuse of police power. Nikki Giovanni has given her opinion on the movement. They do not need guidance or anyone to tell them what to do. “I like what they are doing,” and they are doing a good job, and many people are upset with them. These are great young men and women, and they are daring, and they are making change happen. “I'm very proud of them” (Giovanni).
After the Black Arts Movement ended, Nikki Giovanni’s work continued, but in a different role. She began her career as a professor. Giovanni has taught at Rutgers University, Ohio State University, and Virginia Tech. Nikki Giovanni has written and published numerous works appealing to readers of all ages and races. Currently, people are more divided than ever before with President Trump pushing the boundaries that African Americans have tried so hard to erase as racism is at an all-time high, escalated police abuse, and murders. Giovanni’s poems from 30 years ago are still useful for African American people in the 2010s. The Black Arts Movement allowed artists to share their struggles and stories through writing, theatre, and art. Nikki Giovanni’s strong language and rebellious stand against white repression made her an influential voice in the 1960s Black Arts Movement. The movement rooted in the work of the movement was the emphasis on Black culture to expand existing narratives of what it meant to be black in America. A celebration of black cultural heritage is everything Nikki Giovanni’s work insinuates.
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