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Local prof retlects on poet friend Nikki Giovanni

BY NEAL A. LESTER, PHD
AFN Guest Writer

oet Nikki Giovanni’'s death on Dec.

9 hit me in a way that I had not

expected. First, I didn't know that
she was sick—her third bout with cancer,
[ later found out.

Secondly, she and I had just texted
briefly the day after the US presidential
election when I shared with her that
[ had just had a “good cry”—the title
of 2017 volume A Good Cry: What We
Learn from Tears and Laughter. The typi-
cally uncensored part of Nikki's response
back to me was: “We will get through this
... Forward to cultivate our own garden.
Take care. Keep your job.”

That message was on Nov. 6, at 9:33 am
(MST/AZ). When I received the news of
her death as I was fumbling in my garage,
[ immediately forgot what was I was do-
ing and grabbed my laptop to reflect on,
process, and grieve a friendship that
blossomed from a 1980’s undergraduate
letter that I sent to her, never really ex-
pecting a response.

Poet Nikki Giovanni, who died last month, and Ahwatukee professor Dr. Neal Lester were
long-time friends and the first seeds of that relationship were sown when he was a college
undergrad. (Rebekah Ross/Submittedi)

that first began when I was an under-
graduate at what is now the University
of West Georgia College in Carrollton,

Ours was not a friendship where we
phoned each other everyday or met at
conferences but rather a connection

GA, taking a summer modern and con-
temporary poetry course wherein Nikki
Giovanni was probably one of a handful
of Black poets in the course textbook.

[ selected her volume My House
(1972) to analyze and was encouraged
by my professor to write to her. I had no
idea what I should have wanted from her
and had no idea what to ask her. I naively
decided to ask her to explain her entire
volume to me - everything about the vol-
ume, work that was technically mine to
do based on research not necessarily on
the poet’s telling me about her poetry.
Here's that rather 1 July 1980 letter that
[ sent to her:

Dear Ms. Giovanni,

I am a senior English major at West
Georgia College, Carrollton, Georgia,
enrolled in Modern Poetry. In the class,
each student has been asked to choose a
modern, twentieth-century poet or po-
etess, to investigate. Since some of your
works were presented in the textbook The
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Norton Anthology of Modern Poetry, and
since my sister, a student at Savannah
State College, Savannah, finds your work
nothing short of delight, I anxiously and
excitedly selected your My House volume
as my focus of concentration.

Hence, 1 would appreciate any com-
ments that might assist me in interpret-
ing, understanding, and analyzing your
poetry. I would especially appreciate any
personal comments on tone, language,
common themes and their motivation,
and poetic techniques which make your
poetry “stand out” among other modern
poets and poetesses of today. Please Rush!

I kept what I sent to her because the
unopened letters kept coming back “un-
deliverable.” “Famous folks” don’t have a
single easily accessible address so I have
tried as many as I could find from vari-
ous published library directories. Here's
her handwritten notecard response, dat-
ed Sept. 19, 1980:

Dear Neal Lester—Sorry this is so late.
My father had a stroke and I've not been
in NYC very much. Hope you haven't
graduated! Or hope you have which—
even is better for you.

I've no insight on my poetry. This is a
bio list and a few comments by others.
Hope you'll forgive me if I've strong you
out. Though of course, by the student that
you aref,| you came through with flying
colors! Right!! Nikki Giovanni.

To this day, I have no idea which ad-
dressed letter actually reached her of
the many I sent out. That she responded
at all with such genuineness, care, and
cheerleading confidence—within three
months of my inquiry to her—unknow-
ingly for me then seeded a friendship
that would take place over many years
of letters, notes, and holiday cards filled
with that same compassion, care, wit,
and good humor.

That relationship officially began 31
years later, in 2011 when [ was Dean of
Humanities in the College of Liberal Arts
at Sciences at Arizona State University
(ASU) helping to co-host Nikki Giovanni
for an annual Johnathan and Maxine
Marshall Distinguished Lecture keynote.
Although I had not been responsible for
the campus invitation, she and I seemed
to connect then on a level that was not
just formal.

When I formally introduced her to the
overwhelmingly diverse ASU and com-
munity audience, she and I quipped

Dr. Neal Lester and the late poet Nikki Giovanni have been on stage several times for liter-

ary events. (ASU Project Humanities)

about my letter to her those many years
betfore, she pledging right then and there
that we would become pen pals since
she didn’'t do technology. As anyone
who attended her engagingly entertain-
ing, almost stand-up comedy lecture on
poetry and compassion, can attest, the
Friday night gathering was nothing less
than a house party, the good energy of
community palpable.

That she had her audience singing
Motown tunes acapella following her
lead was something I had never expe-
rienced in a campus academic setting-
-and haven't since. She, too, felt and ap-
preciated the party energy, handwriting
this quick note to me on Oct. 12, 2011:

Dear Neal—What a wonderful evening
with you, Mrs. Marshall and the ASU
Jamily. I'm so pleased to have been in-
vited to the party.--Nikki

We must have exchanged 25 to 30 such
letters and notes since then. In the last
couple of years, we were sending quick
texts, she often not knowing who was
sending the texts until she asked me to
clarify my identity. I was not listed her
saved contacts. That was Nikki and tech-
nology.

[ have no recollection of what I initially
wrote to her over these years as there was
no reason for me to hang on to those.
She, however, would reference a book or

an article that I sent with appreciation
and end her notes asking about me and
my family's safety either in the hot desert
sun or the flooding desert. She was car-
ing and she cared.

When she invited me and some stu-
dents to her teaching unmversity, Virginia
Tech, for a celebration of Toni Morrison
in 2012, she saw me at the pre-event re-
ception table with Morrison and later
commented that Toni enjoyed the pres-
ence of “handsome young men.”

I was the one awed to be in Morrison's
presence. Following that invitation, she
invited me to give a lecture at Virgina
Tech on my research regarding the race
and gender politics of hair. That's when
she and her partner Ginney invited me
into their homes for an afternoon visit. It
was special to be considered one of their
trusted visitors.

I saw her first edition book collection,
her assortments of hippo figurines and
giraffes. [ later sent her a couple of small
hippos; she wrote back with apprecia-
tion.

By the time [ invited her back to ASU in
2014, she and [ were buddies. Before her
community lecture the next day after her
arrival at the Mesa Arts Center, we hung
out in downtown Tempe, just walking
and talking.

Since [ was hosting her solo this visit,

she attended with me a Project Humani-
ties memorial tribute to Maya Angelou
that I was facilitating at the Helen P.
Mason Performing Arts Center, a part-
nership with the Black Theater Troupe.
When [ was in her presence, she was not
the famous Black Arts “Princess of Black
Poetry”; she was “Nikki,” never “Dr. or
Ms. Giovanni.” She insisted on that!

As I continue to reflect on our friend-
ship and to grieve her death, I am still
baffled that she invited me into her cir-
cle.

I am not a poet. | am not a literary
scholar who has written about or even
analyzed her poetry—beyond the few
selected ones I routinely teach in my un-
dergraduate African American literature
survey courses. We never even talked
about whether I taught her poetry.

As I think about her life, her death, and
her legacy, I see many tributes on social
media and in media and realize many
times over just how special our relation-
ship was to her and me. [ have not heard
others talking about notes and letters she
wrote to them although I am sure I am
not the only faithful pen pal that she had.
What I do know, though, in this moment
of sadness and loss, is that she gifted me
with her friendship and that these letters
are forever treasured memories.

In her comments on death and dy-
ing, she has left profound personal and
poetic commentaries life, Black love,
self-love, revolution, Black womanhood,
family, happiness, romance, and hu-
manity: “I hope I die warmed by the life
[ tried to live.”

At the same time, she speaks to and
embraces a truth about death, dying,
and being remembered—or not:

“I recommend being old. I really do....
There's a time cycle on all of us. So, the
clock is ticking. Eventually, the alarm will
ring. And that will be the end of that. You
will or will not be remembered. That's
up to somebody else. It has nothing to do
with you because you are now gone. And
if you live on, it’s because you are remem-
bered. If you don't, you don’t know if any-
way because you are gone.”

To so many of us, Nikkiwas and is a gift
whose words and memories will keep on
giving. |

Dr. Neal Lester of Ahwatukee is Foun-
dation Professor of English and Founding
Director of Project Humanities at Arizona
State University.



