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Civil rights leaders, members of local arts
community react to death of Nikki Giovanni,
acclaimed poet and activist

by Tashi McQueen AFRO Political Writer
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tmcqueen@afro.com

Poets, musicians and creatives of every genre joined authors, activists and legislators in mourning the
death of Yolande Cornelia “Nikki” Giovanni Jr. this week. The celebrated poet, author and activist died
Dec. 9 at 81 years old after a recent diagnosis of lung cancer.

“She was a disruptor, a revealer and a healer of the Black spirit,” said Janince Short, a professor and
coordinator of the theatre arts program at Morgan State University. “The first time I discovered “Ego-
Tripping,” I thought, ‘That’s what I want to be when I grow up.’ I wanted to be ‘bad’ enough to possess
the ego. Her mission was accomplished in a stellar way and her work will remain a mecca.”
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Jacob “Black Chakra” Mayberry
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that she did.”

“She had a great love for people, and a strong sense of truth to share her love and understanding with
African Americans— she did it with a unique and witty style too,” said McKinney, who is a Drexel
University professor of both Music Industry and Music and Fine Arts.

McKinney crossed paths with Giovanni as an undergraduate student at Howard University in the late 80s
and early 90s, when he played piano and keyboard behind her for a few performances.

Still today, he is moved not only by her artistry, but her activism as well.

https://afro.com/nikki-giovanni-death-activist-poet/ 5/11



Nikki Giovanni, a celebrated poet, author, and activist, passes away | AFRO American Newspapers

https://afro.com/nikki-giovanni-death-activist-poet/




4/9/25,4:44 PM Nikki Giovanni, a celebrated poet, author, and activist, passes away | AFRO American Newspapers
McKinney. “This choice—this commitment to activism through art—is profound. It’s something she, and
many activists, deliberately embraced, but not all great artists choose this path. There’s a deep giving and
sacrifice in making that choice, and that’s part of what makes her so special to us.”

“She gave us the gift of her poetry — yes — but even more, she gave us the intention to teach, inspire and
activate,” he added.

McKinney shared that while his parents always had Giovanni’s work in their home, his study of her
poems while at Howard yielded jewels like “Things That Go Together” and “That Day.”

“I"d like to believe that these studies influenced my professional work as a record producer and
songwriter. But more than that, her activism shaped my understanding of myself as an African American
and inspired my own efforts at activism, even from my humble position,” said McKinney.

Activist, author and poet Ebony Payne-English spoke on how Giovanni inspired her as a writer.
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“Before | knew what a Delta was, | knew what it meant to see myself as part of the African diaspora and
what it means to be a strong Black woman,” said Street. “As a Black woman, Soror Nikki Giovanni
helped me know, ‘I am so perfect, so divine, so ethereal, so surreal I cannot be comprehended except by

my permission."”
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