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“SHE IS TWENTY-THREE MONTHS PREGNANT”
The Quare, Black Maternity & Bob Kaufman’s Surreal  

(Re)vision of the African American Migration Narrative
L. Lamar Wilson

This journey into the poetics of Bob Kaufman begins and ends with the 
Black maternal, whose prayers, coos, moans, and wails are arguably the 
first sounds its literary progeny hears outside our own utterances in our 
first mothers’ wombs. Throughout the African American canon and in 
our day-to-day lives, Black mothers’ voices and songs help us navigate 
Blackness, this multivalent consciousness often interdicted by racism’s 
fictions of sub-humanity, animality, and inferior intellect among those of 
African descent. From Uncle Tom’s Cabin to Gone with the Wind to The 
Help, Black mothers are loved in white Americans’ narratives, idolized 
even, solely when they serve as mammies—one-dimensional surrogates 
of absolution and service for guilt-ridden white liberals. Thus, this jour-
ney examines the ways that Kaufman joins the long list of Black writers 
who fashion the Black maternal as a harbinger of and centrifugal force 
for deeper engagement with and understanding of this complex, inde-
structible life force disparaged worldwide, even in the texts of apolo-
gists for white supremacist State violence such as Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
Margaret Mitchell, Kathryn Stockett, and Vanessa Place, whose vacuous 
appropriation and redeployment of Mitchell’s Mammy’s words as “art” 
imploded on itself within a matter of hours in May 2015. The sonic 
codes that Black mothers dispatch in their prayers, coos, moans, and 
wails disquiet the deceptive safety of the birthright of American excep-
tionality and convey the peril that hovers over Black life because of these 
racist fictions, particularly in what scholars now known call the global 
South. As sociocultural critic Rinaldo Walcott and African American 
creative writers dating from Lucy Terry Prince and William Wells Brown 
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have shown us, all lands below the formerly French territory of freedom, 
Canada, comprise this expansive South, and in this space, the bodies 
of children marked Black by one drop of their mothers’ blood remain 
constantly vulnerable to violence. It is from this space that twentieth- 
century and contemporary African American writers have begun to en-
code in Black bodies—initially trafficked throughout the global South, 
then often willfully fleeing the specters of the chattel lash therein—an 
ontological liminality that satirizes racist fictions about Blackness.

A closer investigation of Black maternity reveals its centrality in 
shaping the elegiac tradition in African American poetics over the past 
four centuries, which I explore in my larger project’s rehistoriography 
of protest in African American literature. In this portion of that larger 
study, I argue that Kaufman’s surrealist migration narrative “Grand-
father Was Queer, Too” is an important transitional, mid-twentieth- 
century elegy in a tradition that consistently posits a self-affirming future 
for Blackness through the exhortations and complaints of Black moth-
ers, whose expressions of joy and pain haunt their Black and surrogate 
white progeny alike. Exposing the hypocrisies of government-sanctioned 
violence in the postcolonial United States in “Grandfather Was Queer, 
Too,” Kaufman champions the ways that embracing vagrancy, fugitivi-
ty, and kinship with the non-human can further liberate the children of 
the Great Migration—and Blackness itself—from the chains of respect-
ability that had been Black writers’ primary means of flouting these 
fictions. Even as they have had to contend with the politics of purity, 
Black poets always have done this subversive, subtextual work in their 
literary art. We see it when Publius Terentius Afer (a.k.a. Terence) of 
Carthage centers sex workers and liberated slaves like himself as ciphers 
and tricksters in the Roman comedies of antiquity. It advances further 
when Phillis Wheatley of Senegambia reaches back to claim Terence as 
an ancestor in the opening pages of Poems on Various Subjects, Reli-
gious and Moral and implicitly illumines time after time the falsehoods 
in Enlightenment and colonial American zealots’ theories of Africa as a 
profligate space, rife with paganism of the worse kind. She achieves this 
feat through meditations on her own forestalled joy and her mother’s 
faith practices and grief, juxtaposed with the post coital bliss and sub-
sequent maternal suffering of Aurora, the goddess of dawn, a revered 



318 • L. Lamar Wilson

symbol of Greco-Roman paganism. Aurora’s son Memnon is slain in 
battle by Achilles but granted immortality because of his mother’s tears. 
Like Wheatley, Memnon is of African origin, hailing in myths from 
Ethiopia, and like him, Wheatley’s poignant memories of her mother’s 
sun-centered faith praxis and supposition about her mother’s mourning 
of Wheatley’s capture—and empathy with grieving colonial mothers—
grants her immortality. Kaufman’s surreal elegy, then, continues a long 
tradition of enacting a quare1 futurity for Blackness through maternity. 
Through his elegiac and surreal narrative of migration, the maternal be-
comes a site to birth a posthuman and posthumous vision for the Black 
body as what Charles W. Mills calls a “philosophical object” through 
which “alternative epistemologies” about Black life, Black death, and 
Black mourning can emerge.2

This reading of Kaufman’s quaring of Black maternity in “Grand-
father Was Queer, Too” challenges scholars to reimagine the African 
American elegiac tradition as one that fashions pastoral and maritime 
scenes to align the suffering of non-human subjects with Black mothers, 
their lovers, and their children and thus to redefine Blackness outside 
the bounds of the white gaze while critiquing the State-sanctioned vio-
lence that gaze fosters. This reading of the African American Rimbaud 
comes a decade after E. Patrick Johnson,3 Sharon Holland, and a new 
generation of African American, Southern-bred theorists challenged 
scholars in Black Queer Studies (2005), an anthology edited by John-
son and Mae G. Henderson, to restore to Blackness quare, global South 
subjectivities not afforded by queer scholarship. This study, I offer, is of 
particular importance in the underexplored field of African American 
poetics, where the reinvention of the elegiac tradition remains ripe for 
discoveries about the impact of Blacks’ experimentation on the Amer-
ican literary canon, its genres and movements, writ large. As Kaufman 
and other African American elegists shine mirrors on the white suprem-
acist gaze that marks Black flesh queer, they lay bare its assumptions of 
Blacks’ stasis and emotional legibility, its impositions of sub-humanity 
and sexual, economic, and social disenfranchisement, and the resultant 
traumas, and they urge an embrace of a fugitive space outside the fic-
titious ideal of American liberty and justice for all, where new ways of 
devising freedom, intimacy, and pleasure beyond white men’s needs for 
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dominion and service can manifest. Alongside Mills, then, my reading 
here engages poet-scholars Nathaniel Mackey, Fred Moten, and Lorenzo 
Thomas, particularly Moten’s recent essays on the elegy,4 to craft a lan-
guage for limning the aesthetics of the sounds that battered and embit-
tered Black female bodies make holy and for dancing on and around 
“the queer color-line”5 of Black particularity and pathology. In this 
quare space, that which Moten calls “black mo’nin’” and Kaufman 
names “queer meters” unfolds.

This essay’s close reading, then, is linked to my larger investment 
in what I call the inherent quareness of Blackness. The elegiac tradi-
tion in African American poetics, long read through the surface valence 
of mourning, in fact, springs, I contend, from writers’ articulation of 
and protest against their Blackness serving as the prototypical marker 
of abjection and difference, now subsumed in contemporary sexuality 
studies in the term queer. Novelists and theorists have attempted to 
define this strange imposition of difference upon Blackness in a number 
of other postcolonnial terms, Other chief among them. Quare readings 
of African American poetics offer a space to honor this chorus of Black 
mothers as both simultaneously indicting those who have exacted the 
traumas that mark them as outsiders of heteronormativity and reaf-
firming their integral role in building a racially and culturally complex 
American nation-state. Quare, this nominalism rooted in self-definition, 
allows Black scholars to stop playing sexual-identity politics with the 
writers themselves in our discussion of the complex sexualities they rep-
resent in their work, and it sustains an African diasporic consciousness 
not inherent in queer, its elder allomorph, which has been deployed 
primarily by scholars affirming white male anal-centric and phallo-
centric discourse. Instead, quare lays claim upon a global citizenship 
to the spaces that Blacks’ circum-Atlantic journeys have taken them. I 
aim to inspire scholars to reconsider the ways in which African Ameri-
cans in the global US South blur the lines delineating genre and gender 
with the poetic elegy, traditionally characterized by lament, adoration 
of the idealized dead, and consolation of those grieving. Through this 
ancient poetic form and mode, Black mothers become highly effective 
and affective philosophers and philosophical objects who presage in 
their moans, cries, wails, and songs, ways to see Blackness anew. The 
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white supremacist gaze marks all Black flesh animal and void of Jungian 
animus and anima, inferior not mirror, in extremis not supernal, post-
human and liminal, queer not quare.

 




