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In Thylias Moss’ Rainbow Remnants in Rock Bottom Ghetto Sky, topics of the oppression and oppressors are discussed. Themes of the Black truth behind the white history are expressed through Moss’ experience and research on the subjects. Moss expertly breaks this book down into three parts starting with oppression, moving to the building of the Black history, and concluding with what was conquered through God for the oppressed Black people. This poetry book moves from being angry, to being hopeful, and finally having a revelation of finding something better. The themes of this book expose the white oppressors and lift up the Black history. It challenges white historical term meanings and provides the Black historical term meanings. Some terms are the working-class, white Christianity versus Black Christianity, and the term history, which is also Black versus White. Each part of this book portrays the untold history of Black people behind the popular history told by white people. Of all the terms and themes defined, redefined, and explored in this book the most important sequence is the exploration of the term truth. 


One of the ways that Moss’ explores the idea of biased history is through the highest position held in the country; presidency.  In the poem, The Place That makes Presidents, she tells of the history of America and how things were defined there. Starting in stanza five Moss writes, “Yankee superiority, no slavery here, just the Blue Vein Society for the fair, the just skinned; coon shows with African Delineators with bootblacked faces a fist could shine-I don’t mock the place; I love it, marvel at its talents, witches and presidents made here,…”. This quote speaks to whom the law benefitted in that time. First it talks about Yankee superiority and Yankee’s of course are natives of a northern U.S. State. Next, it talks about how there is no slavery, but there is the Blue Vein Society, which was a group for light-skinned Black people. Lastly, the rest of the people, the “African Delineators with blackbooted faces” are entertainment for these people. After, she goes on to write that this is the place where witches and presidents are made: the cursed and the privileged. From this line the privileged are the Yankees and the light-skinned Black people, and the cursed are the Black people. Therefore, it confirms this idea that the Presidents of this country were beneficial for those privileged people. Consequently, the “blackbooted faces” were oppressed. 


In history, the term working-class appears and is commonly referred to as the “blue-collar worker”, but this term is defined differently among races. In the poem, What hung above our heads like truce, dreams are explored that remained untouched for a certain generation of people because of their other responsibilities. This poem talked about working-class Black people and how they supported their families. In stanza three, line one says, “even the one-eyed mother selling mangoes in the street makes sure her child looks great”.  In this line, it shows of the sacrifice mothers made for their children in not having enough for both themselves and their child but sacrificing what they have to support them. When history talks about a blue-collar worker it’s about having a union job and providing for your family so that they can eventually achieve the American Dream. In this poem, the American Dream isn’t the goal; it’s survival.  Survival makes the different defining terms between Black blue-collar workers and white blue-collar workers. It just tells the untold history of the struggle of the Black blue-collar workers versus the history told of the white blue-collar workers. It tells of the way that Black people were oppressed in the work force. Sacrificing wasn’t the only type of pain Black people had to face. 


In part two of this collection the truth of the physical pain of Black people is explored through Moss’ poems. In The Lynching, it tells of the common lynching of Black people and the pain that it caused the person that had to endure the lynching and also the people surrounded who were effected by the lynching. In stanza seven starting on line two it says, “After the bath, the man is hung as if just his washed shirt, the parts of him most capable of sin removed.” This quote contributes to the physical pain of lynching, which is being hung by his neck to die. It contributes to the mental pain of not having any control over their death or the pain being inflicted upon them. Lastly, is the emotional pain, I believe that the last part that says “the parts of him most capable of sin removed” means that his manhood was removed completing the emasculation of this man. This quote contributes to the confirmation of the other forms of oppression Black people had to endure. The second part of this book also talks about the truth about Black history versus white history.

 In the next poem, Preferable Truth, it explores the truth told in school in contrast with what the character sees around her. In the third stanza of this poem it says, “Pity that long, slim white things weren’t meant to sustain me, long Caucasion history served in a smorgasbord of texts.” This quote tells of how the history she read about wasn’t meant for her mental and physical strength because the history did not pertain to her people.  Later in stanza five she writes, “The curtain pulled round me was snowy wing of something that could lift itself and me. How did I know so soon to want lifting?” this quote speaks to the idea that Black people needed some kind of uplifting for their soul and spirit. In the first quote, I talked about it said, “slim white things weren’t meant to sustain me”, sustain is a carefully placed word, it means to strengthen or support physically and mentally. Moss used that word to show how Black people were in search of something to sustain them in history. They were in need of a lifting, this confirms how the preferable truth in history was not beneficial for Black people and confirms another way they had to deal with oppression. Another common theme in this poem is religion.


Moss uses religion throughout the bulk of her poems and it is important to explore the importance of religion in Black history that she expresses in her poems. In the poem Time for Praise, it explores the chance of rebirth and washing away the anger and evil. In stanza one starting on the first line it says, “Finally that season too has come, a reason to put anger and evil somewhere other than on the front lines.” This sets up some type of exploration for something is coming and no matter what has happened already that needs to be set aside for what is to come. Later in stanza six starting at line three it says, “They were en route to a hospital, they were aware that birth is an emergency, that we are under siege whenever something comes into the world and can’t leave the way it came.” This quote contributes to this idea of rebirth, and presents the idea of something or someone dying. Finally, in the last lines of the poem it says, “We won’t know of the sun’s hijacking till eight minutes after it happens. And then it won’t matter; that lingering, false light will be airtight alibi telling us there’s been no crime.” The last lines of this poem tells of the realization that something is coming even if we don’t know that it has happen or is happening, for in the first line of this quote it says, “We won’t know of the sun’s hijacking till eight minutes after it happens.” In that same line it talks about the death of the sun, and finally it confirms the rebirth of the sun without us even knowing it. Additionally, this represents what needs to happen to people in putting that anger and evil elsewhere and seek for rebirth. Just as coming into this world and not leaving the way you came. The last part of this book explores what Black people were able to conquer even while dealing with oppression.


In the last part of Moss’ poetry book she talks about people finding themselves in God and how the joy in that overbears the pain suffered. In the first of two poems in the last part of this book called Congregations she explores these ideas, the last stanza says:

To now need a miracle makes no sense; that’s what

Got us started, keeps us going. Warm Hallelujahs,

Lush Amens, the sedative of the congregation’s

Feet tapping the floors, a soft hammering, gentle

Crucifixion. Nailed to the wall there’s 

No denying but just for visible means of support.

Everything’s eventually good for something. It

Was the time that mine was the banner offering 

Sunday school class. Miss Britt

Whispered to me that God was watching so

Do nothing I didn’t want him to see. She 

Didn’t mean this but I thought God was 

Giving me audience, that I was worth watching.

Self-esteem that wouldn’t quite. Ticket

Out of the ghetto. Sing how I got over!
These lines say that speak to the new found confidence that was found in God and how it started. In the first lines it talks about not needing a miracle anymore, miracles got things started and kept things going. Next it tells of the church congregations high praise and their support and witness for keeping the praise going. After, it addressed the oppression and the pain in saying that “Everything is eventually good for something.” The last part of this stanza with the anecdote just tells of how everything was conquered in the confidence they received through God. As a result, they praise and sing about how they got over. This is the restoration to the painful history Moss told and explored throughout the first and second parts of this book.


Throughout this book Moss, explores the definition of truth in the history of America. She deals with common truths, preferable truths, and unknown truths until explored in this book. She challenges the thought process of the standard historical thinker and presents a truth uncommonly known in popular history. Throughout the first part, she deals with the oppression of Black people in history and how the laws and leadership were set in place to not benefit Black people. In the next part she explores, physical pain Black people endured and the history that the majority prefers everyone to know. Finally, in the last part, she talks about restoration through God, and a time for praise and rebirth. Moss explores the pain, physically, mentally, and emotionally and it’s painful to read and to think about happening as the reader. However, we are rejoicing in the end when restoration is finally found.  It is a deep poetry experience with historical facts and evaluations and most importantly the exploration of the the term truth, these ideas explored in Rainbow Remnants in Rock Bottom Ghetto Sky.
