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ABOUT

In September 2024, a little over 20 poets with geographical,
genealogical, historical, political, and psychological ties to Mississippi
came together for a poetry workshop inspired by a grassroots tradition
of action in the state. Studying predominantly scarce archival materials,
the weekly workshop had two goals. First was to learn how every decade
in Mississippi saw a galvanized group of poets using community to turn
poetic impulse into democratic exercise; how poets of a fugitive and
undercommons class in an oppressive state understood themselves as
both artists and political actors in an ongoing liberation project. The
second goal was to understand how we belong to this tradition of craft
and action in Mississippi—that a blueprint for ourselves could be read in
the work of pocts never recognized by the hegemonic literary canon,
and in some instances actively silenced through violence and coercion.

From 1890-1999 Mississippi was vibrant with Black, Brown, Queer,
and working-class poets, but this is not the history our dominant
narrative fronts. Through study, discussion, and generative writing the
Liberation as a Poetic Form (LPF) workshop troubled the given
narrative to understand our roots and connect with a tradition of
community-oriented poetry and liberation.

This zine pulls together original poems written by twelve members of
the first LPF workshop, and also provides some of the materials from
our curriculum. It’s our hope that this is a generative tool for poets of
all experience levels and vocations within the state. Future workshops
will be available to poets from or in Mississippi, with the next one
offered online in March 2025.

C.I. Salazar
The Mississippi Delta, November 2024



Emma Gousset

after Natasha Trethewey

There I am again, pulling onto 45
to beat the deer that want my headlights.

Past the same old billboard telling me :
my womb could be home to America’s next philanthropist
if only I'll spare their life.
Over a bridge protecting me
from a river that’s not the Mississippi
but murky all the same.
I never know what to tell people who ask
about the water that swallowed Jeff Buckley.

e o
Every river is a Mississipp! when you’re sinking.

Four cops on average I pass each time :
which mattered less when I was a girl

but now, as some third thing, I watch the gauge more closely.
Could never forget that time the one pulled Mama over

just to ask her on a date. She didn’t even seem to mind
since cops are hot commodities down here.

When I say Mama do you understand it to be different 3
than Mother or Mom?

When I get there, I do the bad thing
and sit alone in my car. Like that time the nice man approached

asking for a ride to the hospital
then ordered me to the bank once the car was moving.

Butstill, I sit there




After all, it’s my God-given-right

to ﬁx my breath before going in.
When I try to write like this

(with my grandmother’s cadence)

it feels unnatural ‘til I talk it out loud.
Some words aren’t enough on the page.

You would think magnolias grow everywhere
the way we claim them like siblings,

but if ’m being honest, I'd say it’s pretty rare

to see one from the road.
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SOME T H = After “For My People” by Margaret Walker Alexander

Michelle McMillan-Holifield

m

For those whose blurting out to heaven never ceases,
the self-critics who blame themselves for every failure, for this biggest failure;

For the prodded and piped and pained who remain with-echo;
For those who bought themselves a coffee after the OBGYN,

after the fertility specialist, after the laying on of hands,
after the breaking of familial curses; after the confessions;

For those who were so afraid of being a mother they cried out
to the world they didn’t want children; for those who cried out

to God to take that back; who cried out to their husband
they were sorry, to their mother they were sorry, to their father,

to that turbulent wish, that impossible child, they were sorry;
For those who will never read Nancy Drew to a sleepyhead;

For those whose husbands will never teach sons; for those

who chose names they will never get to use; for those who write poems to

or in the voice of non-existent daughters, and for the one
who writes to Emma Jewel; for the ones whose poems

will be buried with them; for those whose houses will be cleaned
after their death by strangers; for the ones who play baby shower bingo

and wait till the ride home to break; for the birds in a tempest;
For those who feel lessened; who feel less than;

For the ones who don’t know how to forgive themselves;
For the ones still trying and the ones being prayed for



and the ones who have been prophesied over and the ones who once had
but lost and the ones whose husbands also blame themselves

and the ones whose husbands cannot accept it and the one whose husband
held her when the hemorrhagic cyst was so traumatic

the only solution was a hysterectomy, the total dissolution

For those who wake to grieving,

for those praying and questioning,

for those whose only voice is wailing,
for those who have nothing else to give,
for those who pace the floor,

for those who drop to their knees,

for those whose chances were stolen,
for those who waited too late to try,

for those who can praise through it,
for those who can’t:

May there one day be joy,
be a prickle of redbirds
be a charm of pillows
be a romp of gumballs
be a richness of plums
be a parliament of bells;

May there one day be rest,
be a bouquet of bees for honey
be a murmuration of gardens
be a library of bluebirds
be a plump of quilts;

May these women with so much want find an ease
in stirrings of berries
in orbits of peppers
in lozenges of sweetness
in fluffs of churned butter
in a million tender somethings that fill them with purpose.




Todd Osborne
In this one, I am not silent,
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which is no shock, I rarely am.
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However, I am also not too
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noisy, I radiate enamoredly,
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Iam looking at my newborn son,

%
A

\/
A\

aking in a green swaddle, mewling

$
I

and perfect and now, all at once,
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screaming into my face with his face
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pinched into a perfect facsimile
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- of acharacter actor going bald at 40
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so that they will be typecast for years
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and what is any parent going to do
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when presented with their child
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yowling as if T had stolen his
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ability for speech, a thing which,
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as of yet, he has not developed

and which T hope he will develop

9
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posthaste so he may tell his
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mother and I when he is ailing
and also what ails him? I held him,
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1 lifted him up and back. I cooed
it is alright, it will be alright, it has been

alright into his soft ear. When I'say I do not

wish for silence I mean precisely this: I want

h to know what those I care for are thinking

and nothing else. I am not a simple

person in general; I think a lot and often
in unhelpful ways. I did not tell anyone

my real opinion on Al when they mentioned it
at the mandatory all-staff meeting. I wanted to.

Idid not, exactly, begin to cry when

my son began to cry and did not cease

his crying for many, many moments. I tried to

one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi,

to keep a record of what he was trying to say
and how long he was speaking; I became

lost imagining a world with many kinds

of Mississippis. In this one, democracy

works the way it is meant to. In that one,

no one is placed in any prison whatsoever.

In a third, songs written for this place only

mention the love of the people who live here:




there is simply nothing else to say. In the final,

awful Mississippi, I envisioned a place

where we did not speak to each other, either through

mishap or dismay. It was, for me, the saddest one.

I cast it away, as into a fire, to conflagrate and make itself

into a long-distant memory. I asked it, impolitel , to burn.
8 Y p Y;




Sun at the center of this local system. If I go down to the creek + submerge in those k2

Waters, have 1 become more earthy? I mean, am I perceivably ancient yet? Like the name of

Galilee or the associations of deserts? I negotiate distances, highlighting - ; <
Them with a single neon ribbon. My body already knows how a world is replaceable.
§till, T bow my head, my feet searching the floor for signs of a bottom that doesn’t feel
Indescribable, whose texture becomes a place for meeting.

Say this is the ground T have come to feel—this wood + dirt + grass. If 1
Scem sluggish, it is only the air passing through. Not

Death, not the magnolia seeds on the ground



the southern slides through me like a snake, or a river, or a dragon, or the holy spirit, here
mind, next hardly visible round the back of my left pinky toe.

the south is where to go if you like learning what stereotypes you hold, and you like
snapping them, picking up twigs and breaking little pieces as you wander through the woods.
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- ’ amother holding a little white baby, maybe three weeks old, at a football game, can’t even
2. [ holdits own head up, and it gonna be raised toa full-grown human. southern at that. . ' |
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forget rome, what if the u.s. south had never existed. this place of swamps and flatlands and
bluffs. lust between men exploding into art, cracks between the classes shaping the world.
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yucca pop up between the oaks and the pines. one transplant after another scrabbling
on a twenty-sided die. here on the ground we'd call it a mess, the sky ain’t nothing but awe.
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e e -
storms are a way of life and people keep cutting new jibs and most of us
keep living. o o )

' i s five, they carry
that big river we all know, that interstate sixty-five, that interstate seventy a,e tod};cty]us,
a lot. ghosts stepping through these woods and before that it was apatasaur,

wind blows through long-leaf pine like waves, the people move out, the people move in, salt
clinging to the skin. a brown arm hanging out a pickup truck window shoots a gun at a snake

e to sun, red blood inside. cither way skin

1' on a gravel road, arm brown by dna or by exposur : .
. \ is thf frst contact with the world, let’s think about what that arm itself can
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URBAN ™MUT I L A
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Anastasia Taylor

“Proica the Ml AR
Praise the Mutilated World” - Adam Zagajewski
5 11 o 1\‘ \J /',v <

Who decides what is mutilation

And who gets to praise it? 4

ind?
And should 1 smile as the only oné left behin

~

P’ve seen the pimpling of skyscrapers,
jutting unnaturally from a flattened landscape.
Offices on offices on &

rooftop bars, Rn [ aqrns /
Sparkling high enough to ignoft : .‘.
folks,

skittering like angry ants around

tents pitched on sidewalks

T’ve seen eyes trained forward
or downward

or upward but,

never at each other and
speaking when spoken to
treated like a

lapse of sanity.

T've seen gy . 7 3
houses turned haunted, G = | L |
schools emptied of children, ' B <
crumbling streets filled with rusting mechanical nightmares,
ed into empry sidewalks,

weeds weav!

and roots breaking up dlabs into gravel,




I've seen the endless sprawl of urban blight.
The mass exodus of, first, the whites,
and, then, those who could pretend to afford it.

T’ve seen cookie cutter homes
shaped into the image of domestic bliss.
T’ve seen forests leveled for

new homes every fifteen years,

running from violence as it spreads like a sickness;
a plague of Black and poor slowly seeping into sterilized communities;

wrought iron and Jim Crow not enough to dam the flow,

but damn do those HOAs try. o

Pve seen neighborhoods turned cemeteries,

i g T my front yard turned grave and
q ‘ my driveway tombstone.

T’ve seen

blood dripping down the storm drain

and cooling bodies laying on my street.

I'see a for rent sign where my neighbor used to stay.
Isee a for sale sign where my neighbor used to stay.

Isee a charred skeleton where my neighbor used to stay.

I'see a concrete slab where my neighbor’s neighbor used to stay.
I'don’t see my neighbors.

I've seen a city rot beneath my hands and my feet.

5 AND
AGE
AGE

Is it mutilation it this is all I have ever known

and will the praise stop the bleeding?



- Billboard on the drive to AWP, Kansas City

Colleen says she counts hawks on every drive.
They re always there, if you know to look, she says.
I look. I never see one, even after Joaquin

lifts his hand from the wheel to point.

They pass too fast for my eyes.

I’ve become accustomed to scrolling quickly—
Past the flight patterns of private jets,

past the publishing drama,

past the latest about Taylor and Travis.

But never past the horrible, strewn limbs,

the rubble. On those posts, I linger.

Days later, a Palestinian girl at the bar

yells over the music to ask if ’'m Arab;

waves me away when I apologize

for the bombs my chosen country sent. T insist
I have to, because she’s my sister.

Kindness and exclamations of solidarity

have made me bold.
We hug, then lose
each other in a crowd

of poets and novelists.




| Days after Joaquin and I come home, a Super Bowl

breaks viewing records while Israel
launches an [invisible] bombing raid alongside

an [extremely visible] 30-second ad.

The Chiefs win— We feel like we won—

| we were just there.

A few days later, a breaking news alert

announces a shooting in a parking lot

we just walked through—
a shooting that kills one person,

and injures twenty-two.

Travis tweets and tapes
his heartbreak, then celebrates

his team’s victory in Vegas.

Taylor donates $100,000

to a shooting victim’s family.

I wonder if her jet back to Japan

encountered any birds.

1 ask Colleen, how many hawks

did you say you see?

1 once counted sixty, she says.
I didn’t get that far on our road trip
together. Might bave counted ten total.

A hawk lands

on the tree outside my window.




A. S. Walker

after charles benri ford

Tam bitten lip to buffalo
Bt ¢ b % s

wing at the fera] hot of

idrool/ herded by sharp lunges

- N R

barbed subsistence/ you would melt
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{cannot say what abouyt yg burned

don’t know where i hide my hidden things
won’t forgive my €agerness to be in hand

can’t remember the fatalism in my last promise
or the enzyme necessary to merit desire

was it the decorous rancor of youth

maybe ripened rhinestone parroting moonlight
if it got up caught in the melody

who could name the bang

when all i know of big is the

Spontaneous flint of oyr meeting







another SPH'ng,




¥ And answer the phone mid-ring
Borrowed screwdriver that doesn’t quite fit,
Cover: a shirtless skinny white male
Damp grass mite bite relentless itch of disaster luck

Everything the long alternative, the long crawlspace,
t in the evening in the rain; you don’t

true but your nightmares warn you what to say
supports or quotes your movements
¢ a live oak then sit awhile longer forgetting hunger

boring record

the corridor of lost chances

Favorite car totaled ina lo
Get your dreams to come
Haughty narrator never sces,
If there was a way to sit besid:
Just drink the water poolingina leaf
Kid orphaned

Looking at asymmetrical
Mother unhoused, family r
News, and want to send five to twenty dollars,
with your landlady who became the office boss
Pulling plates off your totaled car in the rain through golden hour
| Quality thin paperback book atop the toilet seat

Ring of phone call, opaquer mood

Swimming pool ina weather emergency

Threats of lover leaving, walking out, commitment kaput
Unless it’s the smell of dust from 1972 record sleeves

Very fuzzy through your cheap speakers, replacement needle,
Without a friend to tell you your records are playing at the wrong speed quietly

X number of dollars for you to go away
You don’t have nightmares, but your dreams warn you what to do
t bursts of justice through banter with post offi

wrinkles makes you smile differently in photographs now
aising money for burial of daughter buried alive, left beside a tree, the
or something like two thousand, but do not, dream Of fighting

neglect amplified

Zero returns on kindnesses bu ce persormel
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C.T. Salazar

thus the shovels and the hospitality
we make ends meet in the meantime
way a moth with orange wings flashing brief
across the face makes a beautiful mask
I've got bill collectors with gentler names
than the flowers this year and friends
with rifles the government gave them what if
I'm my own failure to know my odds after all
like the wolves who starved as it got harder to sniff out our first-
born because we started to smell like wolves ourselves
our shared dream looks like a river so we swim in it
the blue sword of air in the heron’s neck
rips the veil from top to bottom and
Iam prepared to make this about god
-lessness and disappear a circle of mothers who sew
the blue sail imagine being that stitching  you already are
P'm wondering if I can cover a wound I had no hand in making
Il put a steeple on anything even that liquor store we lost you to
while throwing dead grass at heaven I found an ancient
rusted barge writing little obituaries with its spilt contents
we are like the wilderness
in that way always breaking our contracts with memory
one day I'll have to let all of this go even the way my dad says boy
and means boomerang autobiography
I can never escape it there’s too much cemetery
in this dirt to hide the evidence of our inmate
-labored world when the steel mill moves out
a prison will move in but right now my brother
is making more money than he’s ever seen

and I keep ﬁnding myself where I shouldn’t be

o




loving a man who holds a book like he’s staring
into a skull the stormcloud-colored birds

the horse that smells like the forest-
fire it spent the night running through

sometimes the bombers practice how quietly they can fly
through a country by flying through

their own I'watched your imprint in the grass rising
long after you got up

that the state would kill us means we’re in pursuit
of its fathomable limit

or we’re not out here I don’t feel like ’'m anything

but my beloved is painting a fresh red coat

on the old red barn my heart is hardwood clearcut
like the wilderness ’'m in own way
help me dream my deceased back into heavy thrashing catfish
this is only the beginning
some cages are purposed to encourage your confession
here’s mine there is no magic trick
all those people who disappeared are dead
and I went on living
no longer fearing the flood that will revise

all of this lifting your casket it made sense
we are as much the levee

as the levee
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