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A
ngles of Ascent takes its name from a line in Robert Hayden’s poem ‘For a Young Artist’ in
his 1975 collection Angle of Ascent. The poem describes a “naked old man / with
bloodstained wings” who is discovered in a pigsty and put on show by “clever hosts” out

to make a buck. The narrative is at once mystical, disturbing, lyrical, and works both on a literal
and metaphorical level, where the physical struggle to fly can be read as an allegory for the
historical and political plight of the African American community, and the subsequent lift-off
interpreted as the transcendent power of poetry and art:

He strains, an awk-

ward patsy, sweating strains

leaping falling. Then –

silken rustling in the air,

the angle of ascent

achieved. 

In bringing Hayden to the foreground, Charles Rowell sets out a larger context through which
this extensive and luminous anthology may be considered. Hayden was born in 1913 and died in
1980; he studied under W.H. Auden at the University of Michigan and was a follower of the Baha’i
Faith, at the centre of which is the idea of a unified humanity where all religions and cultures are
one under the auspices of a single God. As such, he resisted attempts to categorise his work via his
ethnicity, a stance which ran counter to the political climate of the time, when the effect of the
revolutionary manifesto of the Black Arts Movement was at its peak. 

Hayden is situated between Gwendolyn Brooks and Melvin B. Tolson, who together
constitute the opening section of Part One of the book (‘Precursors’), entitled ‘Modernists: 1940s
to 1960s’. This is followed by two sections under the umbrella title of ‘The 1960s and Beyond’,
which are subdivided to represent poets writing within ‘The Black Arts Movement’ (this sub-
group kicks off with Amiri Baraka and includes Mari Evans, Nikki Giovanni, Larry Neal and Sonia
Sanchez) and those the book positions ‘Outside the Black Arts Movement’ (including Jayne
Cortez, June Jordan, Bob Kaufman, Etheridge Knight, Audrey Lorde, Ishmael Reed, Ntozake Shange
and Alice Walker). Part Two, ‘Heirs’, identifies three generational ‘waves’ that run from the 1980s
through to the present day and which collectively constellates a glittering array of luminaries:
Elizabeth Alexander who rose to worldwide prominence at the inauguration of President Obama;
Toi Derricote and Cornelius Eady, who together founded the creative development fellowship
organisation Cave Canem in 1996 and which counts many of the anthology’s contributors as
alumni; Major Jackson, who is Poetry Editor at the Harvard Review; the current US Poet Laureate
Natasha Trethewey, alongside fellow Pulitzer Prize-winners Rita Dove, Yusef Komunyakaa and
Tracy K. Smith, as well as Terrance Hayes, A. Van Jordan, Carl Phillips, Kevin Young, Michael
Sibble Collins, Vievee Francis and Fred Moten, to name a few.
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The book itself opens with an introduction by Rowell, who is the Founder Editor of the
African Diaspora literary journal Callaloo, which he established in 1976. In it he makes explicit the
ideology behind this structural conceit in an essay ‘Writing Self, Writing Community’:

Perhaps what marks these new poets as different from most of their black predecessors –

but similar to Robert Hayden, Michael Harper and Lucille Clifton, for example – is that

they do not write about being being black per se; their Blackness is not the theme of their

poems, instead it informs them.

Quoting from interviews and statements of poetics from ‘first wave’ poets Rita Dove and
Yusef Komunyakaa, Rowell extends this clarification of approach in an historical overview, which
explores how the conflict between a truthful relationship with the self and an allegiance to a wider
political responsibility affected the literature. Rowell is attentive to the need for nuance in this
analysis when he states: 

the individual poet has the right as well as the need to write first out of the self. To do so,

of course, does not mean that one forgets one’s community or the history of one’s group;

rather the main of contemporary African American poets write self against the

background of community and its history.

This holds true for the majority of the poets here, whose preoccupations are as diverse and
universal as any in their thematic exploration of family, spirituality, economics, war, social justice,
nature, music and gender politics. Poems such as Natasha Trethewey’s imagist ‘Flounder’, set on a
family fishing trip and itself reminiscent of Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘The Fish’, exemplify this approach:

A flounder, she said, and you can tell

’cause one of its sides is black.

The other side is white, she said.

It landed with a thump.

I stood there watching that fish flip-flop,

switch sides with every jump.

However, the anthology’s historical positioning of the black aesthetic as a force with “narrow
political and social demands” against which subsequent generations have rebounded has not gone
unchallenged. Amiri Baraka has lambasted Rowell on the Poetry Foundation website, disputing
the placement of certain poets as ‘Outside the Black Arts Movement’, notably Etheridge Knight,
and spotlighting the anthology’s most conspicuous absence, Langston Hughes. 

The intrinsic nature of anthologising is such that every compilation is bound, by its structure,
omissions and inclusions, to become an expression of its editor(s)’s poetics. This is usually
straightforward enough when the anthology thematically circumscribes seemingly neutral
entities such as flowers, birds and sonnets. However, as soon as issues of nationhood, witness and
identity (whether gender or cultural) are involved, the situation inevitably becomes politically
charged. Paradoxically, the manner in which anthologies are received means that however slant
their approach, they are predominantly viewed as definitive texts whose role is to establish or
reconstitute the canon. 

It comes as no surprise to discover that one of the most engaging and succinct takes on this
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enduring debate comes via the poetry, in this instance Thomas Sayers Ellis’s elegantly
juxtaposed anaphoric litany ‘All Their Stanzas Look Alike’, which critiques both the literati and
society at large:

All their fences

All their prisons

All their exercises

All their stanzas look alike

[...]

All their artist colonies

All their core faculties

All their stanzas look alike

All their Selected Collecteds

All their Oxford Nortons

All their Academy Societies

And ultimately, he concludes, “Even this, after publication”. 
Given that every selection can only offer a tantalising glimpse into the work of a poet whose

output may span several decades, Rowell’s inclusion of introductory statements of poetics from
the poets themselves serves to allow an invaluable, if summary, understanding of the emotive and
technical impulses which inform the creative process. It is here that we learn how formal
experimentation and a view of poetry as “the highest form of language” have shaped the work of
A. Van Jordan; how the sentence structures of “Henry James, George Eliot, [Marcel] Proust” have
influenced Carl Phillips’s sensual rendition of the human form in what he has coined as “an
erotics of syntax”; and how music, whether jazz, blues, disco or hip-hop, courses through the
work of many, from Terrance Hayes’s ode to the dance floor ‘At Pegasus’ and Tracy K. Smith’s
‘When Zappa Crashes My Family Reunion’, to Tyehimba Jess, who declares: “I want to claim the
tradition of Fred MacDowell and Jimi Hendrix. John Lee Hooker on my front porch and Blind
Boone in the parlor and something that tastes like Dinah Washington’s voice in my glass”. 

Whether the majority of poets gathered here are already known to British readers or not, the
collection provides a compelling insight into the aesthetic, ethical and historical concerns of its
contributors both individually and collectively, offering a cornucopia of discovery through which
the larger American poetry landscape is enriched. 

Karen McCarthy Woolf’s An Aviary of Small Birds is forthcoming from Carcanet in 2014.
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