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A Preface
“We Will Change the World
Before Your Eyes”

At some point during the late 1960s, black poetry reached a tipping
point. No fewer than sixty anthologies featuring African American
verse appeared between 1965 and 1976 alone. This ›ourishing of black
poetry was Harlem Renaissance 2.0 and then some. A large number of
African American poets enjoyed unprecedented popular and critical
success—their images regularly appeared in magazines, their words
were frequently published in periodicals, and their voices resonated
alongside the sounds of jazz musicians and gospel choirs on albums.
Their poetry and pronouncements were sometimes forceful, sometimes
outrageous, and often infused with a militant, black nationalist ethos.
“We are building publishing houses, and newspapers, and armies, and
factories,” wrote Amiri Baraka. “We will change the world before your
eyes.” An explanation of the forces that created an environment for the
display of these kinds of provocative statements constitutes the major
focus of this study.
The Black Arts Enterprise and the Production of African American Poetry
illuminates the often underexamined publishing factors that facilitated
one of the most decisive moments in American literary history. In particular, this book explains how a diverse range of writers, editors, publishers, illustrators, and musicians collaborated to enact a dynamic cultural movement. The central argument of this project is that the
coordinated and innovative efforts of black artists and their supporters
greatly increased the visibility and implications of African American
poetry. An examination of the production—not merely the composition—of black verse from the late 1960s to the mid-1970s reveals what
made the Black Arts Movement such an enduring cultural enterprise.
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