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BY DR. BRENDA M. GREENE


Greetings Friends and Colleagues,
Welcome to the second edition of Literary Meditations, a newsletter reflecting my thoughts on writers and their work. Literary Meditations will provide a preview of my book project which  contextualizes the interviews that I have conducted with Black writers throughout the African diaspora on the radio show and podcast Writers on Writing. In this issue, I feature Sonia Sanchez, a prolific writer of more than 20 volumes of poetry, plays, and prose. Sonia Sanchez has been writing for more than five decades.  She is an icon of the Black Arts Movement (BAM) and one of its founders.  Her iconic collection, Sonia Sanchez Collected Poems (Beacon Press, 2021) draws from five decades and provides a trajectory of her professional journey and evolution as a poet.  The collection includes survival poems, love poems, freedom poems, tributes to writers, civil rights leaders, movements, calls to action, and over 80 haikus.

WRITERS ON WRITING
Writers on Writers is a radio show that I created and produced at Medgar Evers College in 2003. The show airs every Sunday over the airwaves of WNYE, 91.5 FM.  As the host of the show, I have interviewed writers about their lives, their craft, and their work. During COVID, I expanded the format of the show and began to host podcasts and post the interviews  of the writers on the Center for Black Literature YouTube page. (122) Center for Black Literature Medgar Evers College - YouTube. My interviews with Sonia Sanchez provide a framework for examining her poetry and plays. In this newsletter I focus on her poems from Sonia Sanchez Collected Poems.
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[bookmark: _Hlk202958141]The country and the world will always need artists because poets keep the world 
alive, keep people human, and keep them going.
One of the things that we have been trying to do simply is to talk about the voices and those who had the dreams, the ones who came before us; and we must continue to keep their voices and their dreams with us.
Although I had watched performances of Sonia Sanchez from a distance when she 
performed on Soul Train and read at colleges and forums during the late 60s and 70s, I had not met her during the years of the Black Arts Movement (BAM). I had an opportunity to meet her when I first came to Medgar Evers College in 1980. Over the years, our friendship grew and I had the privilege of conducting interviews with her and discussing her work, her craft, and her life. She presented at literary programs at the College and was often part of the National Black Writers Conference (NBWC) envisioned by the late novelist and literary activist John Oliver Killens. I began directing NBWC in 2003 and we gave Sonia Sanchez the John Oliver Killens Lifetime Achievement Award at the Ninth National Black Writers Conference.  
Sonia Sanchez became my mentor, colleague, and sister-friend.  She is  a woman warrior, poet, activist, educator, and advocate for human rights, peace, and racial justice, a woman whose words have inspired, excited, and motivated writers, students, poets, playwrights, scholars, and the literary community for decades. In the tradition of the griot, she is a storyteller and musician, a transmitter of cultural legacies and history, and a preserver of our oral traditions. Her natural demeanor is to engage in teachable moments with aspiring writers, poets, performance artists, film makers, playwrights, and our youth. She asks what it means to be human and reminds us of the importance of having compassion and empathy for people with whom we interact.  
The excerpts from this interview provide Sonia Sanchez’s perspectives on themes in her 
writing and on living the writing life.
Brenda M. Greene: What is the role of the writer?
Sonia Sanchez: Well my dear sister, I have always written with the idea of change. I have always looked at this thing that we do called writing as one who has been involved with language. I mean I have always loved language, playing with words. That came a lot from my grandmother who was a Southern Black woman.
I used to listen a great deal to her words as a child playing with something, some little toy in the kitchen while she either sang, or she talked, and she talked in Black English, by the way, and I would listen to the cadence and rhythm of that. 
I would repeat it the way that she said it but what was interesting is that I did not speak like her but I would say it because there was recognition, you know what I am saying?
	Sonia often spoke about the influence that her grandmother had on her.  After losing her mother when she was only one years old, her grandmother became her primary mother figure and gave her the confidence to be different and to be herself.  Her grandmother loved her “hard” and like many young girls, Sonia listened and meditated on the talk and stories of her grandmother and her friends. I am reminded of Paule Marshall’s reference to “the kitchen talk” by her mother and mother’s friends in her essay, “Poets in the Kitchen” published by the New York Times in 1983.
In “Dear Mama,” Sanchez pays tribute to her grandmother. 

I did love you for loving me so hard until I slid inside your veins and sailed your blood to an uncrucified shore. 

I learned on those Saturday afternoons about women rooted in themselves, raising themselves in dark America, discharging their pain without ever stopping. . . . I still hear your humming Mama. The color of your song calls me home. The color of your words saying, “Let her be. She got a right to be different. She gonna stumble on herself one of these days. Just let the child be. 
And I be Mama.
Brenda Greene: You have addressed what you see as your role as a writer. There has always been this long-term debate around do we create art for art’s sake, or is there a responsibility that the writer has to his or her audience, to the public? How do you define the writer or the artist? What do you see as his or her role?
Sonia’s response reflects her deep commitment to acknowledging those who came before us.  As the African proverb reminds us, we say the name of our ancestors so that their legacy will be remembered and celebrated. Sonia underscores this in her tributes and haikus.  
Sonia Sanchez 
What I tried to do with my work is to bear in myself the honor of many men and women, the honor of this history, and the honor of trying to discuss and talk about those things that need to be talked about in the world and in this country.  These things speak to us as human beings. 

The Black freedom leaders Shirley Chisholm, Dr. Betty Shabazz, Fannie and Lou Hamer are among the women she honors in 9 Haiku for Freedom’s Sisters. Sonia came to know these women and captures their courage in the face of adversity.
(Shirley Chisholm)
We saw your
Woman sound     footprinting
congressional hallways
Shirley Chisholm, from the 12th Congressional District in Brooklyn was the first Black woman elected to Congress and the first Black woman to run for President.  Passionate in her fight for equity and justice, she embodies the warrior spirit and values of Sonia Sanchez.  In her memoir Unbrought and Unbossed, she provides a story of a woman who faced many challenges and whose famous quote is  “If they don’t provide a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.” The words “woman sound . . . footprinting congressional hallways” capture the space that Shirley Chisholm had.  
(Betty Shabazz)
  your quiet face
  arrived at a road
  unafraid of ashes . .
I had the privilege of meeting Dr. Betty Shabazz while working at Medgar Evers College.  After the tragic murder of her husband, Malcolm X, Dr. Shabazz went back to school and became a professor in the Nursing Department and later Dean of Institutional Advancement at Medgar Evers College. She was a powerhouse, very protective of her daughters and determined to sustain the legacy of Malcolm X through her social justice and philanthropic work at Medgar Evers College.  She was also very supportive of women in higher education and encouraged me to obtain my degree and reminded me that I could be a leader and change agent.  Sonia’s description of Betty Shabazz’s quiet face is an apt description of the fearless leader I came to know.  She was not to be underestimated.   It is amazing that she raised six girls and continued to give of herself throughout her journey.  
(Myrlie Evers Williams)
     you rescued women and men
     from southern subscriptions
     of death
I also had the privilege of meeting Dr. Myrlie Evers Williams, a civil rights icon and the widow of Medgar Evers, the college's namesake. She was also the Advisory Board Chair for Center for Black Literature at Medgar Evers College and Chair of the Board of Directors of the NAACP.   Joy Reid’s book, Medgar and Myrlie and the Love Story That Awakened America captures the determination that Myrlie Evers had to avenge her husband’s death.  One of the most moving and emotional chapters in the book is “How to Be a Civil Rights Widow.”  After the murder of Medgar, Myrlie feels very alone and realizes that she has to sustain the legacy of the man whom she deeply loved and who had died while fighting to end segregation in the South.  

These literary meditations represent a window into the world of my book project.  I would love to hear from you. Please visit my website at www.drbrendamgreene.com.
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