


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Editorial Note: 
 
This electronic edition of Narratives: poems in the tradition of 
black women includes a new introduction by Cheryl Clarke and 
facsimile reproductions of both the first and second editions of 
Narratives. 
 
The first facsimile reproduction of Narratives, which begins after 
the new introduction, is the second edition of Narratives, 
published and distributed by Kitchen Table Press in 1983. The 
second facsimile reproduction of Narratives, which begins after 
the first facsimile reproduction, is the first edition of Narratives, 
self-published by Cheryl Clarke under the imprint Sister Books in 
1982. 
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Introduction  
 

dedicated to the late Linda C. Powell—1953-2014 
 

Were it not for the late Linda C. Powell, 
originally of Chicago, I would never have put 
Narratives: poems in the tradition of black women out 
there, in print. She said, “Baby, you need a book.” She 
wasn't calling me out of my name by calling me “Baby.” 
She called everybody “Baby” at some point or other. If 
I'm not careful this whole introduction could be about 
Dr. Powell, one of the first black feminists (and I insist 
on the lower case) I met, after Barbara Smith, thanks to 
the first “Black Feminist Retreat” organized by Barbara 
Smith, Beverly Smith, and Demita Frazier, circa 1977. I 
had been “out” as a lesbian for three years, and I 
thought I was “hot stuff” and got on everybody’s nerves. 
(Attending these four “Black Feminists Retreats” has 
caused some to think I was a member of the Combahee 
River Collective. I wasn’t. I was living in New 
Brunswick, NJ not Boston, and had just been involved 
in the political defense of Assata Shakur.) 

 
When I resolved to produce Narratives, as a 

book, I asked Linda, also a contributor to the iconic 
Conditions: Five, the black women’s issue, as well as to 
the later expansion, Home Girls: A Black Feminist 
Anthology, whether I should identify the work as 
addressing a black women’s aesthetics, politics, culture, 
and history. She was ambivalent about the efficacy of a 
brazen black identity in 1982. So was I. I began to think 
that I needed to write myself into the literary history of 
black women. I thought mostly of Alice Walker's fiction 
and her recovery of Hurston. But Walker had a major 
press from early on, Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich. So, a 
poet, a friend of Linda’s, counseled, “Self-publishing is 
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an honorable route for poets. Walt Whitman.” I began 
to meet women who could help me produce the “book.” 
Gay Belknap, a graphic artist in New Brunswick to 
make the drawings. A printer—Iowa City Women’s 
Press. A distributor—Kitchen Table Women of Color 
Press. But back to the blackness angle: Yes, so, I cast 
myself into the sorority of black women writers writing 
black women’s stories, i.e., poems in the tradition of 
black women. I took on the language of that tradition. I 
retained the lower case letters as a critique of black 
nationalism and its arguments over how many capital 
letters should distinguish a black subject. 

 
Narratives was a grassroots, communal effort. 

The first edition records the names of 98 people who 
contributed dollars to its production. Of that 98, 45 
women came to Linda’s loft on W. 14th Street in 1982 
to see the first performance of “Narratives: A Dramatic 
Event,” which dramatized in ensemble fashion the 
poems. My sister, Breena Clarke, directed and 
performed in it along with her performing partners, 
Gwendolen Hardwick and, yes, Linda C. Powell. We 
had learned to take the writing to the people who 
wanted it most—feminists and lesbian-feminists of all 
colors. Because of their donations I was able to pay for 
the printing of 1,000 copies, just in time for Kitchen 
Table Press to promote Narratives as its first book. 
This fact often gets lost in the retelling of feminist 
history.  

 
The cover of the 1982 edition was red with a 2” x 

4” black and white photo from circa 1954 in 
Washington, DC of my female relatives. You can see 
from left to right: Edna Payne Clarke (1916-2003), my 
mother, Hannah Logan (1898-1962), my cousin, Luise 
H. Jeter (1918-2008), my mother’s sister, and at the 
very end of that row, Pearl Edith Payne (b. 1933), my 
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sister; on the floor (l-r), me (b. 1947), Breena Clarke (b. 
1951), my younger sister. My father, James S. Clarke 
(1912-2009), was the designated photographer. The 
idea of using that vintage photo on the cover was to 
create visual notions of who black women are.  

 
Looks are everything. And I tried to give the 

narratives of Narratives a realistic visual sense. I tried 
to draw from what I presumed were a diversity of 
experiences. And like Judy Grahn did in A Woman Is 
Talking To Death, I got some lesbian desire and some 
lesbianism into the text, particularly in the poems 
“hair: a narrative,” “Of Althea and Flaxie,” “the moon in 
cancer,” and “Mavis writes in her journal.”   

 
It is passing strange to be in the company 
of black women 
and be the only one who does not worry about 
not being with a man. (“hair: a narrative”) 
 
But Rachel is cancer 
tropical and lovable, 
fluid, 
charismatic, self-contained, 
gregarious, predatory 
and mean. 
Unlike me 
who only ever wanted  
Rachel between me . . . . 
(“The moon in cancer”) 
 
. . . I know Geneva loves me 
More than the man she sleeps with every night. 
(“Mavis writes in her journal”) 
 

But any of the women, not just the lesbians, 
characterized in Narratives might have been lesbians. 
Look at Vashti in “If you black get back,” Rosaline in 
“gum,” Gail in “Gail,” and the narrator in “Waiting up.” 
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The second edition of Narratives included two 
new poems, which the publishers and editors at 
Kitchen Table were not ecstatic to add because of the 
extra cost. “The johnny cake” and “cantaloupe” were 
added. The photo prevailed with beige color on slick 
stock. I find I must talk about the physical production, 
because these tasks are often taken for granted in the 
world of Kindles, Nooks, print on demand--and I am 
not belittling these devices and options. Who knows 
whose life will depend on accessibility to a Kindle, 
Nook, or print on demand. Still, I want to remember 
and make visible the labor we did to get our words out 
into the world. 

 
Of course being a 35-something when 

Narratives was first published, I was still coming of 
age. Coming of age in my writing, coming of age in my 
lesbian-feminism, and coming of age in my 
understanding of black women's lives. Perhaps I am 
still coming of age. I know neither black women nor our 
traditions are a primary consideration when major 
policy decisions like “My Brothers’ Keeper” are fostered 
by our current administration. One gets a little weary 
with the exercise of gender privilege. Hopefully, 
rereading or reading for the first time, you will find my 
first book of poems seriously engaged in the politics of 
gender privilege, sexism, racism, ageism, patriarchy. 
Hopefully, you will stand up for a feminist response as 
is being done. 

 
I claim Jean Toomer’s Cane, ntozake shange’s 

for colored girls who have considered suicide when the 
rainbow is enuff, and Alice Walker’s In Love and 
Trouble as force-fields of inspiration to “singa black 
girl's song” (shange). I thank the Iowa City Women's 
Press for first printing me. I thank Gaia as always for 
her drawings; Breena Clarke, Gwendolen Hardwick, 
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and, of course, the late Linda C. Powell for continuing 
to perform Narratives as a theater piece in the 1980s; 
Julie R. Enszer for her own work to keep my work in 
front of you, dear readers. Enjoy this digital 
Narratives. 

 
Always, 
 
Cheryl Clarke 
June 15, 2014  
cherylclarkepoet.com  
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The late Linda C. Powell 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Benefit for the publication of Home Girls: A Black Feminist 
Anthology, c. 1983.   
 
Front row, left to right: Raymina Mays, Donna Allegra, Linda C. 
Powell.  
Back row, left to right:  Jewelle L. Gomez, Audre Lorde, Michele 
Cliff, Cheryl Clarke, Barbara Smith, Shirley Steele (bended), 
Akasha (Gloria) Hull. 
  
Photo by Colleen McKay.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 











































































































































































































































































 
 
 
 
 

In memory of Linda C. Powell, 1953-2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
  




