Finney’s poetry fuses the personal, political
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[image: ]Nikky Finney’s newest book — one of the nominees for the 2011 National Book Award — begins with a story, which is fitting, as each of her poems tells a different story about the woman at their center. 

“Resurrection of an Errand Girl: an Introduction” explains the book’s title (you need to read it; trust me), but it provides more than simple definition: it provides a context for the entire book, a way to look at the poems Finney has crafted, polished, honed like bloodstone statues. 

Finney is my favorite kind of poet — a word drunk. Reading the last poem in the collection — “Instruction, Final: To Brown Poets from Black Girl with Silver Leica” — I had to look up word after word, each mapping a complete world, necessary to the poem: “Drink the ephemerides…Become the lunations…Look up the word southing in a sentence before you use it in a sentence. 

Know southing is not a verb…” And trust me ~ you need to read this one, as well. 

Poetry depends on compression, but Finney makes the elision inherent in the form disappear. In her capable hands, words become rivers, torrential in their tumbling passion. “Red Velvet,” a poem dedicated to Rosa Parks, calls up the legendary Civil Rights figure’s seamstress background in a spill of images: “By forty-two, you have pieced & sewn many things/ together in segregated Alabama. 

You have heard/ ‘Nigger Gal’ more times than you can stitch your/ manners down. You have smelled fear cut through/ the air like sulfur iron from the paper mills. 

The pants,/ shirts, and socks that you have darned perfectly, routinely,/ walk perfectly, routinely, by you. 

Finney’s use of repetition, her deft handling of the controlling metaphors in her poems (lovely concrete images: fishmonger, seamstress, bee, a white bird on a tin roof ) work like riffs in the music to which she often alludes: the songs of Aretha Franklin, Lena Horne, Al Green and James Brown. 

So when she pulls you up abruptly, slashes through a lyric image to the bonebreaking brutality that is so much of black experience in America, her poetry is all the more powerful for the disruption. “The Condoleeza Suite” and “Plunder,” both from the collection’s first section, are perfect examples of technique infused with angry passion. 

Time is an elusive but integral thematic element in her work. In the poem “My Time Up with You,” Finney alternates dialogue, memory and description in a sombre narrative that alludes to Hurricane Katrina’s devastation. Focusing on one woman’s response to Hurricane Rita, she creates a heart-wrenching poem, as beautiful and bleak as a cliff precipice. 

Just as important a theme is the political. 

Finney writes in the wonderful, yet almost extinct fashion of the 1970s, when the personal and the political were one and the same. 

Take almost any line of “Left”:

“People who outlived bullwhips & Bull

Connor, historically afraid of water and routinely

fed to crocodiles, left in the sun on the sticky tarheat

of roofs to roast like pigs, surrounded by

forty feet of churning water…

… while the richest country in the world played the old observation game... 

….After all, it was only po’ New Orleans, old bastard city of funny spellers…

….Who would

be left alive to care?”

When you read Finney, you remember how powerful that combination, fused in the right hands and heart, can be.
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