VISIONARY LITERATURE
An Interview with Ethelbert Miller

by Keith D. Leonard

This interview was conducted in the African American Resource Center in the Founder’s Library at Howard
University on July S, 2007.

KEITH D. LEONARD: You are an editor and an active writer. You have your finger on the pulse. So,
there are a couple of things I want to start with, one is the question of which writers are being
neglected, especially since the ’60s, which seems related to the blog you sent me about black literary
pork, the literary expression that was being prepared for what you called the black picnics and black
family reunions. If you don’t mind, let’s start by talking about those two things. Who are some of the
folks you think are being neglected.

E. ETHELBERT MILLER: I'll begin with the writers who are being neglected and talk about why I
think these writers are being neglected. I would go back to 1960s and what I observed working closely
with one of my mentors, Dr. Stephen Henderson. You know, if we were to pull his book, Understanding
the New Black Poetry, we would find what Henderson referred to as the Umbra writers, you will see the

Howard poets, who were overlooked by many of the anthologies that came out in the 1970s. So, what
happens is that we begin to look at Percy E. Johnston, we begin to look at somebody like Lance Jeffers.
Here you have a literary scholar, Henderson, now deceased, looking critically at African-American
literature and seeing omissions in terms of poets. I felt that if he was to do an anthology, pulling in the
old tradition which many people felt was missing, he’d also pull [current] omissions into this literary
tradition. I looked at this [anthology] in terms of people that Henderson restored.

I would have to be witness to people who I personally knew felt they were overlooked. Let me
look at a writer, not a poet but critic: here’s Howard University and many people, for example,
immediately talk about Sterling Brown. I was close to Sterling Brown, but I was closer to Arthur P.
Davis. I recall one day Arthur P. Davis, so much the gentleman, but for one little moment you could see
something bothering him. I remember I was in his office and there was another event honoring Sterling

Brown, and he said, “Sterling hasn’t been overlooked. I've _
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