After and With the End of the World: Alexis Pauline Gumbs’ Speculative Poetics as Spiritual Practice 	
Kennedy Dragta* 
a Institute for the Study of Civilisations, Arts and Letters, Université catholique de Louvain, Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium
*kennedy.dragt@uclouvain.be 
[bookmark: _GoBack]https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5244-7192

The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published and is available in Green Letters March 04 2025 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14688417.2025.2471279



Abstract: Alexis Pauline Gumbs is a self-proclaimed ‘Queer Black Troublemaker and Love Evangelist.’ Her work, both written and performed, breaks the boundaries of traditional genres. It is poetry, academic research, narrative, ceremony, and archive. This article investigates two of her collections, M Archive: After The End of The World (2018) and Dub: Finding Ceremony (2020), to understand the role of speculative poetics as a form of spiritual practice. More specifically, I argue that Gumbs’ spiritual-speculative poetics, which she describes as ‘not not ancestrally co-written,’ embodies practices and presences from diasporic Africana traditions in order to reconnect with the more-than-human and imagine futures beyond the (White) Anthropocene. Reading these texts, this article suggests that reconsidering the spiritual in Anthropocene literature may be a necessary complement to established approaches in eco-critical thought.
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After and With the End of the World: Alexis Pauline Gumbs’ Speculative Poetics as Spiritual Practice 	




						“ . . .it meant spirit was sticky and it could stay. 
and actually that’s all I was trying to say” 
(Gumbs 2018a, 212)
Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk181708645]Alexis Pauline Gumbs’ M Archive: After the End of the World (2018) and Dub: Finding Ceremony (2020) are the latter two instalments of a poetic triptych that contends with colonialism, slavery, the climate crisis, Black Indigeneity, and interspecies ancestral relationships. Each book in the triptych responds to and incorporates the work of a Black feminist foremother. Gumbs writes Spill (2016), the first instalment of the triptych, for example, in a way which she describes as ‘after and with’ Hortense Spillers; she writes M Archive ‘after and with’ M. Jacqui Alexander, and Dub ‘after and with’ Sylvia Wynter (2016, v; 2018a, v; 2020, vii). The dedications of the three instalments of the triptych move out from the specificity of ‘BLACK WOMEN who make and break narrative’ in Spill to the ‘Purveyors of our bright black future’ in M Archive to finally ‘All (my relations)’ in Dub (2016, v; 2018a, v; 2020, v). The primary focus of the texts likewise flows from the particular individual identity of a single group of people, namely Black women, towards an expansive consideration of all life forms. M Archive is a non-linear poetic narrative that follows a future researcher as they pick up the artefacts of the world before, during, and after the climate apocalypse. Dub continues the poetic experience as it channels voices of ancestors and non-human kin from across the planet. I read M Archive and Dub as an invitation into spiritual practice that challenges all readers to re-engage with ourselves, our ancestors—whomever they may be—and the more-than-human as we co-create new worlds. I argue that Gumbs’ speculative poetics engage the spiritual work of crossing the perilous sacred/secular divide in a way that is essential to moving beyond the Anthropocene.
[bookmark: _Hlk181697238]In order to understand the speculative spiritual methodology otherwise called ‘black feminist metaphysics’ by which Gumbs and her interlocutors re-write worlds, we must first establish an understanding of the apocalyptic contexts after and with which Gumbs writes (2018a, xi). While I argue that Gumbs’ poetics—in its spirit-thick explorations of relationships with the more-than-human and its mutant literary form(s)—does something beyond the scope of what is conventionally considered post-apocalyptic or Anthropocene literature, her poetry remains attuned to ‘This apocalypse’ (2018a, xii, italics mine). With a subtitle like that of M Archive’s ‘After the End of the World’ and the obvious ecological concern across her texts—identified in lines describing how humanity made ‘the planet unbreathable’ and filled ‘the planet’, ‘our minds’, ‘our bodies’ ‘with trash’ (2018a, 7; 46)—Gumbs’ work cannot be completely disassociated from the genre of post-apocalyptic Anthropocene literature. For Gumbs, however, the apocalypse of the Anthropocene is not simply an ecological one: ‘This apocalypse’ is deeply entangled with racialised history and multiple modes of subjugation. It emerges out of the dark history of colonialism, the middle passage, and the devastation of the transatlantic slave trade (xii). For many readers, Gumbs’ reflection on the middle passage would invoke ideas of the categorization of the Plantationocene rather than the Anthropocene.[footnoteRef:1] However, with Gumbs’ engagement in Sylvia Wynter’s project of redefining the category of the human beyond the white male Anthropos and the efforts to invite the sacred, the conceptual framework of the Anthropocene remains relevant. Gumbs’ poetics ‘centers black life […] in a way that doesn’t seek to prove that black people are human but instead calls pre-existing definitions of the human into question’ (xi), thus challenging the notion of anthropogenic superiority.  [1:  For a summary of these debates, see Davis et. al. (2019).] 

Gumbs asks her readers ‘will the future witnesses of this crossing recognize themselves as human?’ (2018a, xi). The phrasing of ‘this crossing’ emphasises that the particular apocalypse after and with which the collection is temporally framed is only one of many. In Gumbs’ question, ‘this crossing’ replaces ‘this apocalypse’, her earlier phrase on the same page. This questioning of the possibility of the (post)human imbues Gumbs’ poetics with a flexibility in which the categories of personhood are extended to the animal and vegetal worlds as we have come to expect in environmental literature, but also to spiritual presences unseen. Modulating the same phrasal structure of ‘this apocalypse’ to ‘this crossing’ and using Alexander’s terminology from Pedagogies of the Crossing (2005), Gumbs links the two ideas, identifying the middle crossing as an apocalypse, but also insinuating that this apocalypse—meaning the Anthropocene—is another seismic change in our understanding of the human. Moreover, in writing M Archive after and with Alexander Pedagogies of the Crossing, the memories of the middle passage are imprinted on the climate apocalypse. The methodology of ‘the crossing’, a way of understanding the radical ways in which the middle passage changed the world, is not simply a geographic or geologic shift. ‘The crossing’ is ‘also a movement of energies and elements’ and ‘a material and conceptual relationship we navigate with the potential and compelled crossings we make in each moment’ (Gumbs 2018a, x).[footnoteRef:2] This original crossing disrupted and displaced relationships to land, other humans, and spirits.   [2:  For more on the methodology of the crossing, see also Werbanowska (2024).] 

As Gumbs converses with Alexander throughout M Archive, it becomes clear that this present crossing of the Anthropocene—like the scattering of spirits to the diaspora in the middle passage, which Alexander has called ‘migrations of the Sacred’—is also a crossing of spirits (Gumbs 2018a, x). Alexander writes of how ‘Sacred energies made the Crossing’ ‘housed in the memory of those enslaved’ (2005, 320). Arriving in the Americas, these sacred energies or spirits were, and are, ‘continually being transformed through a web of interpretive systems that ground meaning and imagination in principles that are ancient’ (320). The continued violence of the Anthropocene similarly provides another catalyst for the scattering, transformation, and subsequent regathering of sacred energies. I argue that this rich web of interpretive systems, i.e. diasporic Africana spiritual practices, dislocated and changed across space and time, reverberates through Gumbs’ poetics and allows for the imagination of worlds beyond the Anthropocene. I, therefore, read ‘this apocalypse’ as the Anthropocene: both the ‘material’ reality of the increasing planetary devastation and the perpetual (spiritual) violence associated with Western historical definitions of man (Gumbs 2018a, x). I argue that for Gumbs, engaging with the sacred is essential to addressing the challenges and possibilities of the Anthropocene. 
In the last two years post-colonial environmental scholarship has turned towards Gumbs’ poetics, leading to several revelatory articles as well as chapters exploring her cosmic vision. For example, Henry Ivry and Max Karpinski establish that a thorough understanding of ‘blackness requires ecology and, more importantly, ecology requires an understanding of blackness’ through what they call ‘Dub ecologies’ (2023, 78). Jesse Goldberg, in the Routledge Handbook of CoFuturisms, then goes on to expand how Gumbs’ radical poetics introduces a form of non-differentiality that completely undoes the Western assumption ‘that there is something called the individuated subject or the individual self’ (2024, 566). In another chapter in the same volume, Marta Werbanowska extrapolates on Gumbs’ poetization of the middle crossing and engagement with M. Jacqui Alexander to create an ‘Eco-humanist future’ (2024, 637). While Oliva Polk, in an article in The Black Scholar, explores Gumbs’ speculative poetics through an analysis of the palimpsestic mode of Black Lesbian Poethics, the crucial spiritual elements of Gumbs’ poetics has not yet been foregrounded (2024). Thus, even with each these additions to our understanding of Gumbs’ poetics, the urgency of Gumbs’ spirituality in the context of the Anthropocene has not been given its due attention. Indeed, to underemphasise the spiritual aspect of Gumbs’ writing is to negate the community of ancestors with which she writes and to underestimate the radical expansiveness of her Black cosmic vision. Thus, while I build on many vital arguments put forth in the ongoing scholarship surrounding Gumbs’ poetics, it is from this point of departure—an investigation into the spiritual presences and practices—that I seek to add to the conversation. Writing in the mode of Gumbs’ ‘After and With’, I hope to invite the presence of these scholars and the wisdom of the Black feminist authors who have come before me into this present engagement with Gumbs’ work. 

Crossing the Sacred/Secular Divide
Attending to the spiritual presences and practices in Gumbs’s work is necessitated by the perpetuated ideas of the superiority of colonial pathways to knowledge in the Anthropocene. Gumbs explores this in a poem in Dub, where the speaker mourns how embodied spiritual and cultural knowledge was removed from the beauty of Blackness. The speaker explains how ‘a child cannot distinguish’ between ‘pain itself as spiritual teacher, and the suffering tantrum of white educational space’ (Gumbs 2020, 162). Therefore, the Black child in this space ‘has learned to quiet her heart’ in order to survive (162). The ‘white educational space’, personified through its tantrum, removes the depicted child from their embodied and experiential teachers of ‘pain’ and ‘grief’. This scene illustrates what L. A. Chambers has called ‘amputation’ or ‘spirit injury’ wherein ‘colonized knowledge production has contributed to’ a disconnect from ‘practices and precepts that guided […] ways of knowing pre-European colonization’ (2023, 1135). The speculative-spiritual space of Gumbs’ poetics, then, works to re-engage with other practices and spiritual knowledge.
Both M. Jacqui Alexander and Sylvia Wynter consider the distinction between the sacred and the secular as one of the ongoing traumas of the colonialism. The separation between the sacred and secular, identified in the ‘secularization of the human subject’, according to Wynter, is a false dichotomy invented for and by the coloniser (1984, 22). According to Wynter, the secularization process of the West, which divided humanity from our integral ‘mythos’ of being, began towards the end of the Middle Ages, and was then spurred on by the events of Renaissance (22). She identifies the first separation between sacred and secular as the invented opposition between lay subjects and the transcendent ‘divine realm’ in the Catholic church (Wynter 2015, 191).[footnoteRef:3] After this first separation, she explains, only the clergy could have access to God; the common people’s relationship to the divine or the sacred was mediated through the church. The second reframing of the sacred/secular divide, according to Wynter, ‘in the wake of the Renaissance’ then situated the secular as analogous to ‘reality’, and the ‘divine’ or sacred as ‘irreality’ (191). This means that embodied ways knowing, and any connection to the unseen world came to be understood as unreal.  [3:  Dipesh Chakrabarty creates a similar argument about the secularization of man beginning with the early modern era in Provincialising Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference] 

 Similarly, as part of the colonial project, the concept of religion, which first institutionalised the divide between sacred and secular, was used to classify Indigenous peoples of Africa and mark ‘boundaries between settlers and the colonized’ (Robinson 2019, 266). Benjamin Robinson, summarising Wynter, explains that religion ‘was the mode by which indigenous Africans were racialized’ (266). According to Robinson, the colonisers imported their ‘colonial relations of power’ on the African continent by creating a hierarchy of spiritual practices in which the most Christianity-resembling practices were the most valid (266). The second break between the sacred and secular was then likewise imposed. As Wynter noted, in the now secularized west, most religious impulses—even those related to supposedly superior Christianity—are considered unreal. For much of the non-religious West, including many actors in the environmental movement, what is real is defined by the scientific method. This diminishing of the sacred via the belief that secular is a synonym for real is a continuation of colonial spiritual violence and hinders the possibilities of social imaginaries, including speculative environmentalisms. As Wynter describes it, ‘climate change’ and ‘environmental degradation’ are the ‘cost’ of the ‘aporia of the secular West’ (2015, 222). In relegating the real to what can be touched by scientific knowledge or the ‘biological absolute’, we have lost the ability to intuit connection and relationship around us, allowing it to be commodified and destroyed. But for Gumbs, I argue, the biological, logical, and/or scientific, are not incompatible with the spiritual. Rather, the two ways of knowing are complimentary, particularly in M Archive where the text is built with elements from the periodic table. It follows that a de-secularization or a re-introduction of the sacred is required. This re-invitation of the sacred, what Wynter calls ceremony, exists in Gumbs’ work as spiritual practice. 
The separation of sacred and secular, however, does not mean that the spiritual has ceased to exist. Rather, as Gumbs develops and describes the spiritually of her speculative poetics in M Archive and Dub, she participates in a long tradition of Black women spiritual and visionary writers from Rebecca Cox Jackson and Phillis Wheatley to more recent authors such as Toni Morrison, Gloria Naylor and Lucille Clifton. Like Gumbs, these authors set great importance on their spiritual communities, beliefs, and associations.[footnoteRef:4]Gumbs, however, avoids the term ‘religious’ and privileges phrases such as ‘black feminist metaphysics’, ‘practice’, ‘presence’ and ‘spirit’ (2018a, 7). While she plays with traditional Abrahamic religious narratives and images, and calls on the Black Pentecostal tradition in particular, she does so in a way that disrupts the hegemonic power held by the enclosures of religion, even in its secularized forms. Rather than engaging with one single inflection of Africana spiritual practice, Gumbs plays with spirits scattered and changed in the multiple apocalypses up until this point. [4:  For a detailed lineage and exploration of the personal and spiritual concerns of these and other Black women writers see Katherine Clay Bassard (1999) Spiritual Interrogations, and Virgina Jackson (2023) Before Modernism. 
] 

 By engaging with multiple traditions framed as black feminist metaphysics Gumbs’ speculative poetics embody what Elana Jefferson-Tatum calls ‘Africana cosmos-worlds’ (2023, 63). In such practices and belief systems, including the Yoruba ontologies mentioned by Gumbs (2018a, 181), the ‘Sacred does not presuppose a binary: there is no profane world that is the corollary opposite’ (Jefferson-Tatum 2023, 60). Instead, ‘gods, spirits and persons all participate in the cosmos-world’ (60). The metaphysical then is representative of the ‘primordial kinship’ between the visible and the invisible but still ‘materially real and present’  ‘forces’, ‘energies’ and spirits (65).  I argue that it is, this move away from the colonial definitions of religion towards a participatory practice of metaphysics, a gathering spirits from across the diaspora, and an engagement with their materiality that defines Gumbs’ poetics.
 Speculative Poetics as Spiritual Practice 
As her poetics practices Africana metaphysics, Gumbs’ work also participates in a growing community of Black feminist authors and scholars expanding our definitions of the speculative in ways that often include the spiritual. According to adrienne mariee brown, for example, speculative fiction ‘is simply a way to practice the future together’ (2017, 19). Walidah Imarisha, in the introduction to an anthology of short stories written after Octavia Butler, similarly writes that ‘whenever we try to envision a world without’, ‘violence’, ‘prisons’, ‘capitalism’, we are practicing the speculative (Imraisha and brown 2015, 3). This anthology, titled Octavia’s Brood (2015), offers multiple ways of interpreting God as change, as Butler explored in The Parables of the Sower (1993). It is in this collection that the early speculative space of M Archive was gestated under the title ‘Evidence’. In ‘Evidence’, a title which emphasises—and then disrupts—the category of acceptable (scientific) evidence, Gumbs begins to imagine an ‘intergenerational council of possible elders’ (2015, 34). Further developed in M Archive, these elders become a spiritual community which guide the writing process. Both the Butlerian influence and urgent sense of the spiritual she and the other authors of this collection embrace are reiterated in Gumbs’ triptych.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  The archivist speaker of M Archive in this scene describes the movement as ‘what the Black speculative feminists called “the Butlerian moment” and the “Octavian Overture’” (2018a, 171).] 

Still, for Gumbs, there is something particular about poetry that allows for a fluidity of presences and the crossing of the sacred/secular divide. Her notion of ‘speculative poetics’ can be first seen in the 2011 chapter she wrote analysing Audre Lorde’s ‘Prologue’. In this essay, she urges ‘for a speculative poetics that contextualizes and makes possible the political intervention of Black speculative fiction’ (2011, 130). According to Gumbs, Lorde’s introduction of the speculative into her poetry made it possible for other Black feminist authors ‘to speculate on the spectral meanings of life’ (130). Incorporated into Gumbs’ own poetic practice, I argue, the speculative allows for the inclusion of spiritual presences gathered from across the diaspora. Gumbs uses speculative poetics to disrupt genre and form, as a way to redefine categories of literature and human, and to welcome the spiritual into our present and imagined futures. Considering Gumbs’ speculative poetics as spiritual practice resituates Gumbs’ work within ancestral and traditional forms of both embodied and metaphysical knowledge. I argue that Gumbs’ speculative poetics integrates Africana spiritualties in which the ‘core feature’ of ‘active contact’ with the ‘unseen’ world is a source of personal ‘and collective reflection’ (Ojebode 2023, 374). The movement towards the unseen through poetry begins in M Archive in a poem which can be read as an ars poetica for speculative-spiritual poetry.
 [. . .][footnoteRef:6] it would have been easier to hear the prepara- [6:  Ellipses here and in following poems are added to show where poem is cut for concision, but keep the original formatting as much as possible. ] 

tions than to see them. or better to read, if you could read. mean-
ing if you could read the coded language of the air. the energy was
shifting.

what meaning meant was meaningless. there were so many lan-
gauges inside each language, such different meanings for each word,
that the dialogical break was inevitable.

[ . . .]					so she taught us to pre-
pare for the incomprehensible in the best way she knew how. the
poems. 
(2018a, 73)
As Gumbs engages with the concept of the dialogical break between word and world, she recapitulates Lorde’s concept of poetry as a way of giving ‘name to the nameless to allow it to be thought’ (1984, 37). For Gumbs, like Lorde, poetry is ‘not only dream and vision’ but is a way of crossing into the future (2018a?, 38).[footnoteRef:7] In this practice, the material world is speaking; it is ‘shifting.’ The shift is not mere metaphor, but is enacted, as if a spell, in the writing of the poem. The poem’s line breaks illustrate the shift on paper, mirroring what the speaker believes happens. Almost every line of this is enjambed. Not only clauses are broken, but also individual words. In this poem, the stilting of the words as they break off at the ending of a line and re-continue in a new one creates both a sonic and visual shift. As meaning is broken into mean-ing, lan-guages, and pre-pare, the reader is confronted with the components that build our words and therefore our worlds. The line breaks are not a division between a sacred and a secular, but rather, I argue, a breaking down of the supremacy of a secularized logic exemplified by linear language. Breaking the words into their smaller elements, the speaker explores how reading is not always an arbitrary semiotic process. In this case, reading is relation; it is a dialogical process between the reader, shifting sensorial languages, and more-than-human beings. The poetic vignette illustrates how practicing the Sacred involves a rewiring of the senses’ learning to attend to the ‘air’ or the  environment which is, we will learn, composed of ancestors (Alexander 2005, 355).  [7:  See also Robin Kelly’s ideas of Poetic Knowledge Kelley, (2002). Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination. ] 

Writing After and With the Ancestor
Gumbs’ engagement here with the concept of ‘so many lan-/guages inside each language’ is complicated by her notion of co-writing or the ‘after and with’. For many literary scholars, these lines would immediately conjure Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia (1982). Indeed, Gumbs’ speculative poetics reflects on the concept of multiple languages within one language, as well as the possible plurality of voices. But perhaps Mae Henderson’s concept of ‘speaking in tongues’ (2000), which further develops Bakhtin’s ideas applied specifically to Black women’s writing, is more appropriate in this context. Speaking in tongues involves two components: first, the heteroglossia which we understand from Bakhtin, involving the translation of multiple social dialects, and second, ‘glossolalia’, or the ‘ability to utter the mysteries of the spirit’ (354). While Henderson looks primarily at glossolalia in the context of Black Pentecostal Christianity and the voice of the Holy Spirit, the concepts of glossolalia are inherited from practices of ‘African Mystical traditions’, where they are merged and made synchronous with the concept of spirit-writing (Mullen 2004, 675-76). Harriet Mullen explains that the writer can become a ‘medium’ for the ‘African ancestor-spirit whose Black yearning [is] unleashed as glossolalia’ (675). The presence of the ancestor disrupts language in such writing so that it ‘would be regarded in the dominant culture as mumbo jumbo’ (674). Gumbs’s speaker in M Archive, in a section of the text titled ‘Memory Drive’, remembers the future moment when spirit was once again recognised, offering a scene narrating such glossolalia. She describes ‘the change [that] happened where the spirit world took back over in the realm of the/ embodied’ as ‘quite pentecostal’ with people calling to each other ‘languages they had never known’ with ‘more prayers’ and ‘more ancestors’ and ‘more languages to pray in’ (Gumbs 2018a, 190). Both the writer as spiritual practitioner and speaker serve as a conduit, making it ‘possible for the surviving spirit of African cultural traditions to manifest itself on the physical plane’ through ‘the materiality of the writing process’ (Mullen 2004, 674). Thus, the speaker is not only describing spiritual change but enacting it through ‘the incantatory power of the spoken broken word’ (Gumbs 2020, xiii). As ‘more prayers’ are said, and ‘more ancestors’ join in the speculative poetic space, language, and the rigid definition of the real that it represents continues to be disrupted, until the speaker ‘realises that she was only and ever and always and only her prayer’ (2018a, 196). It is only prayer, or the spiritual realm that is real.
However, the spiritual realm being the only reality does not negate the physical reality. For in Yoruba and other Africana cosmologies, the physical and spiritual are not separate, but entangled realms. Furthermore, the act of writing, in putting words onto a page, in Gumbs’ work is the evidence of and translation of spirit. This is perhaps most notable in through the refrain ‘after and with’, which is another formulation of ‘not not ancestral co-writing’ (2018a, xi). As has been noted by other scholars, each poem page in Gumbs’ triptych leads to a citation from the work of the foremother after and with whom each volume is primarily written.[footnoteRef:8] With this citation practice then, each poem becomes an act of devotion, calling upon the foremother for advice and presence. This highly attentive practice of endnotes upends Euro-Western academic practice of citation. This practice of sustained engagement with one black ancestor, according to Gumbs. is ‘one way of remembering how to breathe’ which I will return to later (2018b). However, here, I want to emphasise that it is not only in the material traces of the endnotes that Gumbs engages with the presence of spirits and ancestors. For Gumbs, the ancestral is not simply a metaphor but a living, speaking, and embodied presence. Therefore, the act of writing-as-ritual is a collective poesis, in which Gumbs summons and then co-creates with the very present spirits of her ancestors.  [8:  Polk (2024) likewise focuses on this element through her analysis of the Palimpsest.] 

As I hinted at earlier, invoking the presence of the ancestor is a practice which Gumbs inherits from Alexander. Alexander’s Pedagogies of the Crossing: Meditations on Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred is an ancestrally cowritten text. If we allow ourselves the porous perspective essential to Gumbs’ poetics and Alexander’s Pedagogies, we can understand that though Alexander’s whole text is inspired by ancestral interruptions, the final chapter is written by Kitsimba, who Alexander believed was both the Lucumí water spirit Simbi and a human ancestor who survived the middle crossing from Kôngo to the Caribbean.[footnoteRef:9] In the introduction to Pedagogies, Alexander writes: [9:  Simbi is a water spirit in Lacumi spirituality and other African diasporic traditions. She is traditionally seen as the guardian of nature and the relationship between the living and the dead.] 

Kitsimba, who numbered among those who through the door of no return were shuttled from the old Kôngo kingdom to the Caribbean, circa 1780 [. . . ] unexpectedly showed up in this collection, so unabashedly bound up with materialism [ . . ] to instruct us on the perilous boundary-keeping between the Sacred and secular, between dispossession and possession, between materialism and materiality—the former having to do with the logics of accumulation, the latter with the energy and the composition of matter. […] to illustrate that the personal is not only political but spiritual. (2005, 11)

In the same way, ancestors such as Alexander, Hortense Spillers, Audre Lorde, Sylvia Wynter, and Kitsimba, but also those whose names are unknown are interlocutors and participants in Gumbs’ speculative poetics. Gumbs, compared to Alexander, however, labels her work as ‘not not ancestrally co-written’ (2018a, xi). The double not of this phraseology is less declarative and more speculative than the explicit ancestral co-writing of Alexander’s work. In the weakness of not-not, there is room for doubt, or for the speculative possibility rather than an undeniable assertion. The double negative it is an invitation into a way of reading as ceremony. Gumbs does not insist her work be read in a certain way but encourages the participation of her audience. 
Still, it is the presence of the invited spirits which breaks the ‘perilous’ divide between the sacred and the secular. The invitation allows the poet as practitioner, the speculative speaker, and the participant reader to speak with ancestors in a way that typical academic writing cannot. This then changes the role of speculative poetics in the Anthropocene, granting speculative poesis the performative power of invocation or an oracle. If we return then to the two poems above, now embracing this material meaning of ‘after and with’, we can see that the described break between word and world and the visual and sonic effect of enjambment offers a transitionary space, a crossing, for the ancestor to break through. With such effects, we can see how the work of the speculative poem then is to ‘initiate and sustain communication between spiritual forces and human consciousness’ in order to engage with the ‘embodied power of the Sacred’ (Alexander 2005, 354). The role of the ancestors is to guide and care for those with whom they chose to converse. The speaker of M Archive explains how when the spirits first came, ‘they came with salt/with water and blood to wash’ ‘and woke your soul’ (Gumbs 2018a, 33). The speaker, existing in the context of apocalypse, then prays that the ‘the next time they come’, ‘they bring dirt and depth/and plant us in it’, ‘for remembering the earth’ (33). In these lines the guiding role of spirits is clear, to offer cleansing for body and mind and a ‘grounding’ connection to the earth (33). 

Embodying Practice 
Before engaging in channelling the voices of ancestors through her poetry, Gumbs asks her readers, who will participate in the speculative experience of the text, to ‘consider [the] text an experiment, an index, an oracle, an archive’; she asks us to ‘let this text be alive as you are’ (2018a xii). While the invitation to participation is extended to everyone, I argue, the spiritual-speculative space is cultivated particularly through Africana Diasporic Spiritual practices. The importance of Africana traditions to Gumbs’s poetics is evident in a section of M Archive titled ‘Baskets (possible futures yet to be woven)’. In one poem found in this section the speaker speculates how the life after the end of the world is renewed: 
the people who had been dancing in circles. charting the way back.
opening their bodies to be inhabited by the elements. […]
 their africanness foreshadowed
everything, just as it had overshadowed everything before the end.

	their yellow and green meant they could predict a world. their
yoruba and akan meant they could feel a world coming. 
									(2018a, 181)
Gumbs identifies ‘africanness’, embodied in the spiritual practice of dance, as a foreshadowing, enabling a way to ‘predict a world’.[footnoteRef:10] It is through ‘yoruba’ and ‘akan’—both ethnic groups with specific spiritual practices from West Africa, which have been changed and adapted in scattering of bodies and spirits throughout the diaspora—that a new world is felt or imagined. In ‘opening their bodies to be inhabited by the elements’ or spirits, the dancers are able to ‘predict a world’ after the disaster. This new world requires an understanding of the self as permeable and relational, open to what elsewhere is termed ‘the radical black porousness of love’ (Gumbs 2018a, 7).  [10:  Werbanowska (2024, 643) similarly reflects on the embodiment of dance.  ] 

Yet in the subsequent lines of the poem, the speaker emphasizes that feeling the world coming ‘is different from preparation’: ‘they didn’t prepare. they practiced. they/ played’ (181). This ‘difference is important’, and it is foundational to our understanding of Gumbs’ speculative poetics (181). For, it is ‘the lived traditions . . . embodied in sacred festivals, ceremonies and rituals [. . .] that animates African Spiritual traditions’ (Covington-Ward & Jouili 2021, viii). Embodied practice and presence are recapitulated in one of the final few poems in Dub:
there is no proof. there is presence. may you always be all of where you are.
there is no problem. there is practice. practice letting go. 
(2020, 249)
Here, as in the previous poem, ‘practice’ is repeated. These two stanzas, like the poem above from M Archive, remediates another ‘p’ word. ‘Preparation’ becomes ‘practice’, as does ‘problem’; ‘proof’ turns into ‘presence’. This alliteration of the voiceless [p] is the same sound as in the poem above from M Archive. Here the repetition of the phonetic riddim completes a ‘circle’ of dance and ‘traces back’ to the earlier poem tying together the two scenes across the instalments of the triptych. This repetitive plosive emphasised the shifting of meaning as words as they move from the harsh framework of ‘proof’ and ‘problems’ to a speculative dialect of ‘presence’, ‘practice’, and, if I am to add, possibility. The plosive likewise offers an embodied release as air—or breath—is pushed out and felt vibrating through the lips rather than in the throat, as the [b]. Ironically, what is linguistically considered a voiceless [p] gives voice to the emotions and knowledges—the presences—felt in the body. In this poem, the only evidence needed is being.
In a chapter titled ‘Opening’ in Dub, Gumbs makes explicit the desire to reclaim the sacred as her speaker urges readers to gather ancestors, expanding the community of relation beyond the human:
if you gathered them they would be everyone. 
gather them.
recognize them in your jawline, your wet eyes [. . .]
[. . .] when you gather them they will have fins and claws and names you do not know.
gather them anyway. 
[. . . ] gather the ones who
sold and who bought and who tossed overboard. gather the unclaimed fathers,
 the ones with guns and the ones with swords. gather them up. with your hands. 
with your relationship to the land [. . .]
collect your dead.
(2020, 8)

The gathering, repeated in an ever-more expansive form with each reiteration in this passage, is spirit healing. It collects ancestors, human and not, from across the oceans. Still, the poem ends not with another repetition of ‘gather them’, but ‘collect your dead.’ The death focus here remembers those lost in the middle crossing and to slavery, but also is a way of re-entering ‘an afro-caribbean cosmology of death and servitude’ (2018a, 75). For, as Clinton Hutton claims, it is experiences of ‘death and the rituals of transmigration’ that formed the ‘cosmological roots’ of African Caribbean Spiritual practices (Hutton 2019, 210). While in African Caribbean cosmologies humans can communicate with ancestors through practices such as spirit possession, in which an ancestral spirit temporarily replaces the human spirit in the body, it is in death that the ‘spirit person, or human spirit’ is finally free, becoming themselves an ancestor (210). Understanding the role of death in such cosmologies, the poem above from  Dub enacts what those experiencing the apocalypse of M Archive ‘wanted to find a way to say:’ that ‘the relationship between/ the living and the dead/ was natural’ existing throughout ‘nature’ (Gumbs 2020, 19). 
[bookmark: _Hlk185428493]In Gumbs’ practice of speculative poetics, like the practices that Hutton analyses, ‘art’ or poetry ‘is spirit and spirit is art as well as a healing complex’ (Hutton 210). The gathering of spirits, in their new forms, from all of the places they have been scattered across the globe, is a process of healing a post-colonial and post-Anthropocene world. To do so, the speaker radically holds space to acknowledge even the most violent of the colonisers as ancestors: the ‘unclaimed fathers [ . . .] with guns and swords’ who ‘bought and who tossed overboard’ (Gumbs 2020, 8). This inclusion underlines how there is no distinction between the sacred and the profane; this gathering of ancestors includes everyone. 
Additionally, each repetition of ‘gather them’ requires both body and spirit; Ancestors must be gathered both with ‘hands’ and in ‘relationship.’ The intangibility of spirit and relation is made tangible. It is embodied in ‘wet eyes’ and ‘jawlines’ that remain through previous forms of evolution. The expansion of relation is also an expansion of the sacred: the gathering reflects the ontological complexities of ‘Africana’ cosmologies in which ‘any and all bodies—human, animal, vegetal, mineral, and organic (as well as seemingly inorganic)—can be and become receptacles and material embodiments of the sacred’ (Jefferson-Tatum 2023, 60). Thus, as the speaker urges a gathering of bodies, they likewise re-member spiritual practices. The repetitive ‘gather’ here is not only an imperative for the reader-participant, but pronounced by the speaker, is itself an enacting of collecting or making incarnate ancestral presences. In the rhythms of the poems, as in ‘the boom of voices, clapping of hands’ and ‘beating of feet’ in Africana sacred practices, the spirit world can be ‘sensed’ (Jefferson-Tatum 67).  
One of the most prominent ways in which the speculative space of Gumbs’ poetry connects bodies is through what the author calls ‘breath retraining’ (2020, xiii). Gumbs describes the practice as ‘a meditative process of chanting words written and spoken by the ancestors who influence my practice of Black feminism’ (2018b). It follows then that the purpose of speculative poetics ‘is to use words to impact us on the level of breathing’ (2018b). In the gathering lines above, we can hear the transformative power of chanted breath. The line breaks and changing rhythms of the poem, enforced by an unpredictable placement of full stops, require the reader, or person participating in ceremony, to become conscious of their breath.[footnoteRef:11] The repetition of the imperative ‘gather them’, chanted collectively by the reader, the speaker, the poet, and any other interlocutors, re-focuses attention. In some parts of the poem, where sentences are fragments, the inhale-exhale cycle is short. In other lines, where the sentences run on a single breath, the reader, ‘especially if you read aloud’ as Gumbs encourages the work to be read, becomes short of breath (2020, xiii).   [11:  For more on the politics and spirituality of black breath, see Crawley, Ashon. 2017. Blackpentecostal Breath: The Aesthetics of Possibility. New York, NY: Fordham University Press.
] 

Becoming breath-conscious, we participate in unlearning inherited disconnection from the body and from the sacred, for breath itself is sacred. Then, from the point of breath as connection, we can begin to realize our connection to other systems of life. The gathering of breath expands beyond the human. Breath reminds us that we are alive, and in being alive, we are not alone. For Gumbs, it is a great equaliser, and yet there is a difference ‘between base respiration/and life. between spirit and survival’ (2018a, 115). This difference is not a divide between the human and non, but rather a signifier of an existence devoid of the sacred. Gumbs writes:
you can have breathing and the reality of the radical black porousness
of love (aka black feminist metaphysics aka us all of us, us) or
you cannot. there is only both or neither. there is no either or. there
is no this or that. there is only all. (2018a, 7)

Gumbs invites an expansive us into the ‘all’ of ‘black feminist metaphysics’ through a speculative ‘what if’ which recurs throughout and then concludes the triptych. Us includes a chorus of ‘speakers who have never been considered human’ which is to say ‘everyone subject to the police radio codes’ as well as ‘whales, corals, barnacles, bacteria,’ and other ‘kindred beyond taxonomy’ (2020, xiii). Dub both opens and closes with a speculative ‘what if’. Gumbs asks us ‘what if you could breathe like whales’ or like coral from structures ‘upon the bones of your dead’ (2020, xiii). Then on one of the last pages of the text, the exhaled mantra ‘what if’ returns: 
what if you stopped thinking you were air and let yourself 
be dirt. what if you stopped thinking you were safe and left it there.
[bookmark: _Hlk156904395]		what if 
		[ . . .]
		what if
		you were
		blood, water, breath, 
		what if
									(2020, 250) 

Again, Gumbs uses the rhythms of breath and the concentration of a modulated repetition to bring the reader into the chant and into the communion of being only with whom we can chart new futures. ‘What if’ is an inherently speculative formulation; it is a way of breathing into collective poesis or ceremony. 
What if, however, as the poem suggests does not offer safety. But then again, neither does the reality of our current apocalypse. The speculative power of ‘what if’, like ‘after and with’ or ‘not not’, is another invitation into practice which creates space for spiritual presences. Using speculative poetics as a form of spiritual practice, Gumbs’ triptych, like Alexander’s Pedagogies and Wynter’s Ceremonies, destabilises Western practices of knowing and encourages a re-spiritualisation of words and world(s) for everyone. Gumbs’ work invites us to reconsider the role of the spiritual, in its multitudinous and diasporic iterations, as our current world ends. Perhaps in practicing the sacred through literature we can bring about ways and worlds beyond the Anthropocene. 
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