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“How can I explain to anyone that stories are like air to me? I breathe them in
and let them out over and over again.”

Brenda Greene Interview with Jacqueline Woodson

I have met Jacqueline Woodson at literary events over the last several decades. She has
also hosted National Black Writers forums and the Center for Black Literature presented her with
a Toni Morrison Award at the 16th National Black Writers Conference: The Beautiful
Struggle: Black Writers Lighting the Way.

My first encounter with the work of Jacqueline Woodson was when I was teaching
children’s literature at Medgar Evers College of the City University of New York. My philosophy
in teaching literature has always been to immerse students in the literature of particular periods

by having them read entire texts. Because the range of genres in children’s literature is vast, the



decision of which novels, short stories, poems, plays, and folktales to teach was a daunting task.
I ultimately decided to identify a core of books that were balanced for race, gender, and culture.
Jacqueline Woodson’s books for middle school readers immediately came to mind. Her
books were intentional about addressing emotional memories associated with themes such as
loneliness, friendship, grief, abuse, and interracial relationships.
During my interview with her I asked, “How do you capture emotional memory in your
work?” She responded:
I’ve never forgotten them. I listen to music, look at pictures of the past, and read
old magazines and articles to get back to that place and time. The memories have
always been with me, and I compartmentalize them until they’re needed.

I am reminded of Toni Morrison’s statement in her essay: The Site of Memory.

All water has a perfect memory and is forever trying to get back to where it was.
Writers are like that, remembering where we were, what valley we ran through,
what the banks looked like, the light that was there, and the route back to our
original place. It is emotional memory, what the nerves and the stories remember
as well as how it appeared. And a rush of our imagination is “our flooding”.
Music is used as a metaphor to capture Woodson’s memories. In the novel, Another
Brooklyn, August, the protagonist ponders on the meaning of her life’s story. She reflects on
whether her story is a metaphor for the blues or jazz and asks, “If we had had jazz, would we
have survived differently”(1)? The reader feels August’s despair. She and her friends were like
“a jazz improv—-half notes tentatively moving toward one another until the ensemble found its
footing and the music felt like it had always been playing. . .” Yet, they didn’t have the memory
of jazz to understand what they were experiencing. Instead, they had the rhythm and blues songs

of the 1970s that tried to tell their story but never figured it out. August ponders:



If we had known our story was a blues with a refrain running through it, would
we have lifted our heads, said to each other, This is memory again and again until
the living made sense? Where would we be if we had known there was a melody
to our madness? . . . . we didn’t have jazz to know this was who we were” (2)?

The music metaphor continues in Another Brooklyn. August asks: “How do you begin to
tell your own story?” She reflects on the first time that she heard the Art Ensemble of Chicago.

How could any of us have known? Roscoe Mitchell on saxophone, Lester Bowie
on trumpet, the stumbling together of horns and drums and bells into music until
so much beauty rose into the world breathing had to be remembered again, forced.
.. .. Nina Simone told us how beautiful we were and we didn’t hear her voice. . . .
Billie Holiday staggered past us and we didn’t know her name” (160-161).

The dream metaphor also appears throughout Woodson’s work. In her interview she
reflects on dreams: “I believe in one day and someday in this perfect moment called NOW, you
walk into each day. How can I explain that my own dreams and stories are like air to me?
breathe them in and let them out over and over again.” This is clearly evident in her poetry and
prose memoir, brown girl dreaming.. She continues:

We all have the same dream . . . to live equally in a country that’s supposed to be
the land of the free. . . . While I can’t speak for all writers, I believe that they have
a social responsibility. For writers of color, I don’t know any who don’t have a
social responsibility in their writing, from picture books to adult narrative

authors.”



In describing why she was drawn to young adult and children’s literature, Woodson
reflects, “It was the most important place in my young adulthood and where I had the formative
years, the years when young people begin to get a sense of who they can become in the world.”

These literary meditations that reflect Jacqueline Woodson’s themes and her musings
about the meaning of her work 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.

About Jacqueline Woodson

Jacqueline Woodson is the award-winning and best-selling author of more than two dozen
books that include brown girl dreaming the New York Times bestselling memoir which won the
2014 National Book Award, the Coretta Scott King Award, a Newbery Honor Award and an
NAACP Image Award. She is also the author of the adult books Red at the Bone, a New York
Times bestseller, and Another Brooklyn, a 2016 National Book Award finalist. Her most recent
novel, Remember Us, is set in the Bushwick section of Brooklyn.

About Writers on Writing

This interview was conducted on the radio show, Writers on Writers, a show that I began creating
and producing at Medgar Evers College in 2003. The show currently airs on the first and third
Sunday over the airwaves of WNYE, 91.5 FM and can be viewed on the Center for Black

Literature YouTube page. (122) Center for Black Literature Medgar Evers College - YouTube.
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