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My thanks to you for the invitation to come to this beautiful place. Though I came with some 

apprehensions. I am not sure it is wise to look into the mystery of creativity. I'm not sure. I always want 

to know that there is the creativity somewhere, near me, and that if I close my eyes and sit very still I 

can poke around and find some way to get into that source and find the plum and pull it out. I don't 

want to look and see where I have been. I also have a... maybe it is a superstition... but I have a 

feeling that I have a familiar, I have a friend, an entity, a thing, a spirit. I don't know if once I 

investigate the mystery, if the spirit will think I have betrayed it and will flee from me. If it leaves me 

I'm dead and done for. And yet, I would try with other artists to look into this glass, this mirror, darkly. 

There is a poem written by Paul Laurence Dunbar, called "I know... It's called "Sympathy". I took the 

title of my first book from this poem. It is: 

 

           I know what the caged bird feels 

           Ah me,     

           when the sun is bright on the upland slopes 

           When the wind blows soft through the springing grass 

           And the river float like the sheet of glass 

           When the first bird sings, and the first bud opes 

           And the faint perfume from its jallies steels 

           I know what the caged bird feels. 

 

           I know why the caged bird beats its wings 

Till its wings are red on the cruel bars 

           For he must fly back to his perch and clean 

When he fain would be on the bough aswing 

           And the blood still throbbs in the old old scars 

           And they pulse again with a keener sting 

           I know why he beats his wing 

           And I know why the caged bird sings. 

           Ah me. 

 

I don't know if the artist... I don't know what came first, the chicken or the egg. I don't know if the 

artist is born with that particular imbalance or perfect balance. And so, sings, or I don't know if the 

artist starts to sing, because I think that's exactly what a composer does, and the architect does, 



 

 
 
 
    2 

 

and the designer and a dancer, the choreographer - I think, all of us sing. I don't know whether the 

artist begins to sing and then becomes saddened or miserable or unsure or fearful or lost or whether 

the person is lost first. And sings in self-defense. 

 

As for me, I have written poetry since I was about nine. I thought at one time I could make my entire 

body into an ear. And my body could absorb all sound. I think the music of the Black Church 

temporized and tenderized and shifted my hearing so that I find myself able to learn languages 

rather quickly because I listen. I simply listen (sound of slurping), I take it all in. All of it. I think that the 

artist risks everything all the time. Is on the edge - tightrope-walking I think (to Dr. Guntern) you called 

it - edge-walking all the time. The artist, I believe, operates in the familiar, has baths, combs her hair, 

brushes his teeth, puts clothes on, says: "Good morning, guten Morgen, how are you? Fine, thank 

you." Don't believe it. That is the protection, I think, so that the artist operates in the familiar, does the 

right things or some of the things that society insists the artist do. Behind that facade, however, for 

me, there is constant confusion, chaos, fear, insecurity... I say the nice things and I smile nicely and I 

speak my language very well and try to mumble around in some others... But the truth is, I'm always 

working. I'm working at trying to create balance. So maybe the poem or the piece of music I finally 

get out comes as a result of my working to create balance. As a Black American I have wonderful 

precedants. There is a song... a slave song which I love and use all the time. The song says (sings): 

 

             I open my mouth to the Lord 

             and I won't turn back, no. 

             I will go, I shall go 

             to see what the end is going to be. 

 

Now, the people who wrote that song had chains around their ankles, around their hands, around 

their necks, they had no licence to walk one foot beyond where their owner said they could walk. 

And yet those people said: (sings) 

 

   If the Lord wants somebody  

   Here am I. Send me. 

 

In what way could these artists hope to be free? To say, I will go. Of course, I will go. The song 

continues this way (sings): 

 

   I’m gonna run on 

   See what the end is gonna be 

   I’m gonna run on… 
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The people could not walk, but they said they would run. For two hundred years that song has 

remained one of the closest of songs to the Black American, much closer than “Go Down Moses” or 

“We Shall Overcome.” The song which really brings a group of Black people to sit and be centered, 

is this particular song (sings): 

 

   I open my mouth to the Lord 

   and I won’t turn back, no. 

   I will go… 

 

GUNTERN: You have gone a long stretch in your work, and you have done it in a very conscious 

manner. You have now reached a certain age. In The Death of a Salesman, Willy Loman says to his 

brother Ben: "I still feel kind of temporary about myself." How do you feel about yourself at this point 

along your way? 

 

Angelou: Well, I feel very young. It's true! It's true! The week before last, The USA Today 

newspaper had a huge photograph of me on its front page and it looked like my grandmother. I do 

not mean I resembled her, I mean it looked like her. I could not believe it. I am so surprised that I am 

this old. Inside myself, I feel as fresh as dew. Yes, and wondering if I will be able to continue to get my 

work done. The temporary thing ... I think everybody feels temporary especially after a night of 

drinking. I think so. I want to read a poem to you if I may. It is in the new book. I have told you about 

my grandmother. In the church of my little town my grandmother was “Mother of the Church.” You 

have to see her. When she died she was over six foot and she spoke very softly. I remember people 

leaning toward her when she was talking at the table and ask: "Sister Henderson, what did you say?" 

But in church, when she would sing, she had a great voice, huge voice. Every Sunday for ten years 

she would sit down in the Mother of the Church chair. The preacher was up there. My grandmother 

never looked at him, but when the preacher would say: "And now, we will be privileged with the 

song from Sister Henderson.” Every Sunday my grandmother would say, "Me?" I would be so 

embarrassed, but finally she would sing and when she did sing, the church would go mad. The 

women would get so happy, they would take their purses and throw them at the preacher. The men 

would jump up and dance. At home, when I would ask her: "Mamma, please sing,” she would say to 

me, 'Go on sister, you know Mamma can't sing.'" But if you left her alone, she would sing: (Sings) 

 

I shall not, I shall not be moved, 

I shall not, I shall not be moved. 

Just like a tree that's planted by the water, 

I shall not be moved. 
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So I wrote a poem for my grandmother. It is for all grandmothers. It is the Black grandmother in the 

South.  

 

  Our Grandmothers 

 

She lay, skin down on the moist dirt, 

the canebrake rustling 

with the whispers of leaves, and 

loud longing of hounds and 

the ransack of hunters crackling the near branches. 

 

She muttered, lifting her head a nod toward freedom, 

I shall not, I shall not be moved. 

 

She gathered her babies,  

their tears slick as oil on black faces, 

their young eyes canvassing mornings of madness. 

Momma, is Master going to sell you 

from us tomorrow? 

 


