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Jon Parrish Peede:

It is my privilege to introduce you to Kevin Young.  He is the author of five books of poetry, including his latest collection, “For the Confederate Dead.”  And here’s his titles, so you can recognize it.  And his first book, “Most Way Home,” was selected for the National Poetry Series by Lucille Clifton, and this is a remarkable honor, and I think was indicative of the excellence of his poetry found time after time by readers from all different styles of poetry and generations.  

He is the recipient of the Patterson Prize for “Jelly Roll,” which is also a finalist for the National Book Award. You probably read his poetry as well as his essays in the “New Yorker,” the “Paris Review,” and other journals.  He is also the editor of numerous anthology collections, including “Giant Steps: A New Generation of African American Writers.”  He is the Atticus Haygood Professor of English and Creative Writing at Emory University.  

And I’ll also say something which I think is quite significant.  He is a curator with the [Raymond] Danowski [Poetry] Library at Emory, and this is absolutely one of the most significant contemporary and 20th century poetry collections that exist in the world, and I think it says a great deal when a poet of his talent also takes the time to reflect on what we should keep from the past and those voices we should bring forward.  It’s rather rare to have somebody who is so talented as a creator, as an arts administrator, and as a professor.  So I am delighted to welcome Kevin Young.

[applause]

Kevin Young:

Good afternoon.  Good afternoon.  It’s a pleasure being here today and seeing all these friendly faces.  I’m going to read mostly new poems, and the first one I’m not going to make a call.  It’s here online because I don’t have a printed copy.  It’s from a Web site called Quick Muse, and it was written early in January, turn of the year.  And the way Quick Muse works is they provide a prompt to poets, and it’s sort of like a cutting contest.  You have to write in 15 minutes separate poems and hopefully you win.  I’m not sure if I did.  But one of the prompts ended up being the first line and a half of this poem about James Brown.  And it’s a quote from James Brown, which you’ll hear.  I was struck and the poem sort of relates.  After I had heard he died, I saw that he was scheduled to perform a few days later on New Year’s Eve.  So, that’s what this poem is called.

“James Brown at B. B. King’s on New Year’s Eve.” *

“The one thing that can solve most our problems is dancing.  

And sweat, cold or not, and burnt ends of ribs, or reason, a pair singed and singing the hot comb’s caress.  

Days after he died, I see James Brown scheduled to play B. B. King’s on New Year’s.  

Bringing it in, us, droppin’ to the floor like the famous, glittering, midnight ball drop.

Countdown, forehead full of sweat.  

Please, please, please, please, begging on his knees.  

The night King was killed, shot by the Memphis moan in a town B.B. King sang.  

Saint James in Boston tells the crowd, cool it. 

A riot on stage, heartache rehearsed, practiced.  

Don’t be late or be fined 50 bucks.  

A fortune even the walls sweat. 

A godfather’s confirmation suit, 

his holler, wide-collared grits and greens.  

Exhausted after, carried out, 

away, off, not on a gurney, 

no bed sheet over his bouffant, 

his conk shining, 

but boots on and a cape glittering 

bright as midnight or its train.”

[applause]

Thank you.

Another musician who made it into my book, “For the Confederate Dead,” was Marian Anderson.  And Marian Anderson, of course, sang on the [National] Mall and I thought it appropriate to read here.  If you don’t recall, on Easter of 1939, she was supposed to sing in Constitution Hall and was not allowed.  And it took the first lady to invite her to sing near the Lincoln Memorial. 

So this poem is called “Springtime Comes to the Capitol, Easter 1939.” 

“The Revolution’s Step-Daughters 

will not let 

Marian Anderson clear 

her brown throat 

 
onstage, among the blinding lights

of Constitution Hall--

It will take a First Lady to invite 

Anderson to thrill 

a throng at Lincoln’s stone feet.  

(In the wings, Anderson trills 


The me-me-me-me-me

 
of practice drills.)

Like sky, her throat is clear.

Everywhere,

 folks stop to hear her 

voice’s bright thunder-- 

Git on board, little chillen, 

Dere’s room for many—mo’—

bringing springtime to the streets

 Benjamin Banneker helped sow:

The podium a bouquet 

of microphones—

This bloom that begins 

all along the spine. “ 

[applause]

So, as was mentioned, my most recent book is called “For the Confederate Dead,” and it takes its title in part from “For the Union Dead” by Robert Lowell; it’s ripping off that.  But it’s also, I think, trying to recapture the original meaning of “confederate,” meaning an ally or friend, and there’s a lot of sort of allies in the book, many of them African American.  And one of the people the book is for is Philippe Wamba, a friend of mine.  He was a terrific writer and a great dancer, and he unfortunately died at the age of 31.  He was killed in a car accident in Kenya, where the roads are quite terrible.  He had gone back there to do research for a second book.  He had grown up in the United States and in East Africa.  And the other strange thing about it, it was the year anniversary of Sept. 11 that he was killed.  

So in a way sort of our private grief, those who knew him and loved him, got mixed with this public grief.  So the poems, I suppose, are about wrestling with that and with all of our griefs.  I’ll read just two from it.  It’s called “African Elegy,” the whole series. You’ll notice that there are some Bob Marley titles, and that’s because Philippe loved Bob Marley, and he’s sort of an international language.  When we went to Tanzania for the funeral, we sang lots of Bob Marley, and this poem refers to it.  

It’s called “Burial,” and it takes place in Tanzania.

“Burial [No woman, no cry]”

We circle the grave 

in dark coats like buzzards.

The men, me too, this morning

 had lifted you, steering 

your wooden ship through 

metal doors to the living room.  

I couldn’t stand to see 

the screws still loose.  

A plank it felt we walked.  

They lifted the lid

right there and we filed 

past like ants, bearing 

twice our weight 

in sorrow.  It wasn’t 

true. That ain’t you--  

Too grey and serious, 

right side of your face 

fallen, cotton 

filling your nose--

at least the suit looked new.  

We held each other a long time

After and could not speak, 

like you.  Get up, 

Stand up,’ we’ll sing 

later, the reggae you loved  

your brother will strum

stumbling on a guitar, and for 

a moment you’ll be there, here, 

where we’d been brought to visit 

too late, like fools.  

At the grave we step 

past crumbling stones 

and dead flowers to stand 

on the red rise 

of dirt already dug 

for you. The sound 

of them letting you down.  

The sound of men scraping 

and scraping what

I can’t quite see, spreading 

the cool concrete 

over you by hand. And it takes 

long, so long, like death--

like we once thought life.

The choir lifts us up 

with their voices above 

the coconut trees --Habari 

Jemba they sing—

and the tune tells me Isn’t That 

Good News.

Cell phones chiming 

their songs, too. 

After, we place white flowers 

on your hardening tomb.  

Is it only the sun 

we shade our faces from?   

Our sweat a thousand tears.”

[applause]

This is called “Redemption Song,” and it’s the moment of autumn but also of sort of all that autumn means, and I think starting to come to some terms with the loss.  

“Redemption Song” *

“Finally fall.  

At last the mist heat’s haze we woke these past weeks with has lifted.  

We find ourselves chill, a briskness we hug ourselves in. 

Frost graying the ground.  

Grief might be easy if there wasn’t still such beauty.  

Would be far simpler if the silver maple didn’t thrust its leaves into flame, 

trusting that spring will find it again.  

All this might be easier if there wasn’t a song still lifting us above it, 

if wind didn’t trouble my mind like water.

I half expect to see you fill the autumn air like breath.  

At night I sleep on clenched fists.  

Dazed, I’m like the child who on the playground falls, 

crying not so much from pain as surprise.

I’m tired of tide taking you away, then back again.  

What’s worse, the forgetting or the thing you can’t forget?  

Neither yet. Last summer’s choir of crickets grown quiet.”

[applause]

Some more new poems.  This poem is called “Aunties.”  I have about seven thousand aunties.  Some of them blood aunts.  Perhaps you do, too.  

So this is “Aunties.” *

“There’s a way a woman will not relinquish her pocketbook, 

even pulled onstage, or called up to the pulpit.  

There’s a way only your auntie can make it taste right.

Rice and gravy is a meal if my late great Aunt Toody makes it.  

Aunts cook like there’s no tomorrow, and they’re right.

Too hot is how my Aunt Toody peppers everything.  

Her name given by my father for seeing her smiling in her crib.  

There’s a barrel full of rainwater 

beside the house that my infant father will fall into trying to see himself.  

The bottom.  And there’s his sister, Margie, 

yanking him out by his hair grown long as superstition.

Never mind the fly swatter they chase you around the house and out into the yard with, ready to whup the daylights out of you.

That’s only a threat.  

Aunties will fix you potato salad and save you some.  

Godmothers, godsends, aunts smoke like it’s going out of style, and it is.  

Make even gold teeth look right, shining, saying, ‘I’ll be John,’ with a sigh.  

Make way outta no way.  

Keep the key to the scale that weighed the cotton, 

the cane we raise more than our share of.

If not them, then who will win heaven, 

holding tight to their pocketbooks at the pearly gates, just in case.”

[applause]

So I’ve been writing blues poems, my third book was a book of blues poems, and I thought I was done with the blues, but you know they come back for you.  So here’s a few blues poems.  

This is called “Black Cat Blues.”

“Black Cat Blues” *

“I showed up for jury duty.

Turns out the one on trial was me.  

Paid me for my time and still I couldn’t make bail.  

Judge that showed up was my ex-wife. 

Now that was some hard time.  

She sentenced me to remarry.  

I chose firing squad instead.” 

[laughter]

“Wouldn’t you know it? 

Plenty of volunteers to take the first shot.

But no one wanted to spring for the bullets.  

Governor commuted my term to life 

in a cell more comfortable 

than this here skin I’ve been livin’ in.” 

[applause]

This is called “Limelight Blues.” *

“I’ve been known to wear white shoes beyond Labor Day.  

I can see through doors and walls made of glass.  

I’m in an anger encouragement class.  

When I walk over the water of parking lots, car doors lock.  

When I wander or enter the elevator, women snap their pocketbooks shut, 

clutch their handbags close.  

Plainclothes cops follow me in stores, 

asking me to holler if I need any help.

I can get a rise, am able to cause patrolmen to stop and second look.  

Any drugs in the truck? 

Civilian teens beg me for green, where to score around here.  

When I dance, which is often, 

the moon above me wields its disco lights until there’s a fight.

Crowds gather and wonder how the spotlight sounds.

Like a body being born, like the blare of car horns as I cross the street, 

un-looking, slow.  

I know all a movie needs is me shouting at the screen from the balcony.  

From such heights I watch the darkness gather.  

What pressure my blood is under.” 

[applause]

I’ve been writing these odes as well.  And it’s fun to praise things.  And I know most odes are nightingales and things, or to nightingales.  

This one is “Ode to Pork.”

[laughter]

“Ode to Pork”

-- Pork is slippery, I tell ya. --

Okay, “Ode to Pork.” *

“I wouldn’t be here without you.  

Without you I’d be umpteen pounds lighter 

and a lot less alive.  

You stuck round my ribs 

even when I treated you like a dog, 

dirty, I dare not eat.  

I know you’re the blues 

because loving you may kill me, 

but still you rock me down slow 

as ham hocks on the stove.  

Anyway you come, fried, cubed, 

burnt to within one inch of your life, 

I love.  

Babe, I revere your every nickname.  

Bacon.  

Chitlin.  

Cracklin.  

Sin.

[laughter]

“Some call you murder, shamed stepsister 

and dress you up and declare you white 

and healthy.

[laughter]

“But you always come back, sauced, to me.  

Adam himself gave up a rib to see yours 

piled pink beside him.  

Your heaven is the only 

one worth wanting.  

You keep me all night 

cursing your four-letter name.  

The next begging for you again.” 

[applause]

This poem is called “Farm Team.”  

Farm Team*

“I’m sick of this century already.  

My pleasant things all ashes are.  

No, horizon, you can tell the sky 

and ground apart only by guessing. 

Rookie mistake.

Misery is the only company 

that would hire me, 

and I learnt yesterday I’m gettin’ laid off. 

I wish wrong and too often.  

My pension long gone, my job farmed out 

to someone better at failing.  

I’ve been trained in nothing.  

I have taken myself apart in the dark.

Put back together like a soldier in the rain.

One gear always left over.”  

[applause]

I’ll just read a few more.  This poem is for Johnny Cash, whose death I heard about when I was in Las Vegas.  I’d like to say that’s all I can tell you about my trip there.  But the truth is I was trying to leave and couldn’t.  And so this poem came.  

It’s called “I Walk the Line.” *

“The bags beneath my eyes are packed, but won’t leave.  

Neither can I.  

My plane hit by lightning.  

So I checked back into Vegas, feeling like late Elvis.  

Not broke, but broken.  

Hard to know when you’re sick of this place or just sick.  

There’s always roulette.  

I only bet black.  

Soon my money gone, like Johnny Cash 

who left us after a dozen almosts.  

Spinning the rigged wheel like a tune.  

In May, June went, then July, August, 

and now Johnny who will rename autumn after.  

Sadder than a wedding dress in a thrift store.

Salvations and army, and sung the record 

I once found Cash’s face on warped but still good 

for five bucks.  

Death does a brisk business.

Checking out the next morning 

I thought I saw God playing the cheap slots,

praying He’ll win before He loses.  

I give the wheel one last spin, 

playing the age I’ll soon be if I’m lucky.  

The age Jesus was when his daddy did Him in and hit.  

Dealer stacks chips and asks, ‘Wanna keep going?’  

My plane waiting to fly me home again.

I think hard a moment, tip big, cash out, and split.”

[applause]

This is “Ode to Catfish.” *

“Old man, despite your beard and bald head, 

you still ain’t old enough to be dead.  

You swim back, slipping through my hands 

into the dark, and I wake.  

Even in dreams you are dead.  

Your fresh, certain smell, 

cornbread batter frying in the pan.

Morning still fills my face, and I am glad.  

No matter the pain it takes to hold you, 

your barbs and beard, you sustain me and I wander 

humming your hundred names: 

brother, bullhead, paper skin, slick.  

Remember that day, po’ boy, 

you friend up catfish with grits for breakfast, 

your mother and sister surrounding us, 

and you declared it ‘perfect?’  

Sweet Jesus, you were right.  

Fishhooks in my heart, my plate full of bones, 

I’m scared to swallow.”

[applause]

I’ll just read two more quick poems.

These odes were the first things I could write after my father died, couldn’t write for a few months.  He died quite suddenly, and then I just sat down and wrote a slew of them.  And in a way, I think of them about food and I guess comfort that food provides, but also about hunger in all senses.  This is “Ode to Hot Sauce.” *

“Your leaving tastes of nothing.  

Numb, I reach for you to cover my tongue like the burnt word of God.  

Surrender all to you, my fiery sacrifice.  

My father never admitted anything was too hot for him, even as the sweat drained down his forehead, found his worn collar and eyes.  

You make mine water, and even water won’t quench you.  

Only bread bests you.  

Only the earth cools and quiets this leftover life, lights my open mouth.  

These days I taste only its roof.  

My house on fire, all the doors locked, windows latched like my heart, my heart.  

Carve it out, and on the pyre, after the witch-hunt and the devil’s trial, after repentance and the bright blaze of belief,  

It will outlive even the final flame.  

This is why I take your sweet sting into my eyes and mouth like silence.  

Rise and try to face the furnace of the day.”  

[applause]

And this last poem is about boudin.  Does anyone know what boudin is?  Got a couple folks.  Boudin is, well, it’s delicious and it  a [laughs] -- in Louisiana where both my parents are from, we eat it like for breakfast, almost, and every corner store makes their own or sells it.  And it’s basically sort of like dirty rice, spices, and meat, and rice cooked and then in a sausage casing.  So, this is “Ode to Boudin.” *

“You are the chewing gum of God.  

You are the reason I know that skin is only that, 

holds more than it meets.  

The heart of you is something I don’t quite get 

but don’t want to.  

Even a fool like me can see your broken beauty; 

the way out in this world where most things disappear, 

driven into ground: you are ground already, and like rice you rise.  

Drunken deacon, sausage’s half-brother, jambalaya’s baby mama, 

you bring me back to the beginning, to where things live again.  

Homemade savior, you fed me the day my father sat 

under flowers white as the gloves of pallbearers tossed on his bier.  

Soon hands will lower him into ground richer than even you.  

For now, root of all remembrance, your thick chain sets me spinning, thinking of how like the small, perfect, possible, silent soul, you spill out like music, my daddy dead or grief or both.

Afterward his sisters, my aunts, dancing in the yard to a car radio 

tuned to Zydeco beneath the pecan trees.” 

Thank you.

[applause]

Thank you.

[end of transcript]

* This poem's format may be different than author's original format.


