
FROM AUCTION BLOCK 
TO OVAL OFFICE: 
100 POEMS IN 
100 DAYS OF 
OBAMAʼS PRESIDENCY

"kahlil almustafaʼs poems are extraordinary in their 
political complexity and aesthetic sensibility. His language 
in From Auction Block to Oval Office is crystal-clear and 
the ideas are continually provocative." 
   - Howard Zinn, A Peopleʼs History of the United States

kahlil almustafa





Before the voters spoke
the people spoke

 we marched
 we begged

 we petitioned
 we demanded.

Before the people spoke the earth spoke.
The shift is ahead. This is a beginning.

Listen closely
 to your body

 to the children
 to the wisdom in the wind.

Fast any way possible
(food alcohol complaining tv).

The true battles wait.

listen . . .



100 POEMS FOR 100 DAYS

! On January 20th 2009, Barack Obama, the first African-American president 
in U.S. history was inaugurated. I was full of hopes, fears, contradictions and 
confusion. I wanted to write a poem to capture these feelings. Upon attempting to 
scribe a single poem that could capture this complex moment, I thought to myself 
it would take 100 poems to begin expressing what I was feeling. As the media 
focused their coverage on “the first 100 days of Barack Obamaʼs presidency,” I 
set out to write a poem a day for the first 100 days.
! It was my first year of marriage in an interracial marriage. My wife Julia 
and I were married on August 28, 2008, the same day Obama was nominated as 
the Democratic candidate. We were living in our first apartment in Brooklyn. I 
asked myself, how would this son of interracial parents impact our relationship?
! As a young, Black man, this moment was profoundly inspiring. I 
experienced the perceptions of me as a young, Black man my whole life. I held 
close the legacy of confinement and violence Black men have faced in this 
country. What would this historic moment mean for me as a Black man?
! As a young radical poet, this moment was equally  confusing. Barack 
Obama had inspired a generation with his vision for the country. I realized that 
my political identity  was an oppositional identity. I had spent so much time 
focusing on what I was against. What was it that I stood for? 
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ABOUT THE PROCESS

! To keep me inspired through my publishing process, I made a “Vision 
Mirror.” First, I took my grandmother's old mirror and gave it a fresh coat of paint - 
Money Green. Then I took some of my 
favorite quotes and photos: 

✴ the "100 Poems For 100 Days" project 
image created by my good brother Mikey, 

✴  a picture of the Langston Hughes stamp,
✴ a picture of Haki Madhubuti,
✴ a photo of Julia's grandfather, who I wish I 

had the opportunity to meet,
✴ a card I got from my Vermont College 

buddy, Kedrick Keyes, 
✴ a Kahlil Gibran quote, "Love is work made 

visible,"
✴ a photo of my grandmother, Shirley 

Redmon, the most financial savvy woman 
I know,

✴ two notes I received from a fellow Goddard College student, Lisa Kumar.
Every time I got dressed to go out into the world, I looked at my mirror and was 
re-inspired. This was my first step to completing my project.
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VISION MIRROR

From Plan to Planet: a Model for Institution-Building

Haki Madhubuti is one of the most prominent individuals 
from the Black Arts Movement. Madhubuti is a poet, 
educator and founder of Third World Press which has 
been a premiere publisher of Black literature for more 
than thirty years. In 1969, Ebony Magazine published 

three of his poems in an article about him and he went 
on to sell 50,000 copies of his book "Don't Cry, Scream" in the next year.



ABOUT THE PROCESS

! Writing 100 poems in 100 days is a bold undertaking. A poet would be 
lucky to create one hundred quality poems in their lifetime. I knew early that I 
could not express the complexity of the moment in one poem. The collection 
though is composed to be read as one work. This was inspired by Langston 
Hughesʼ collection of poems, Montage of a Dream Deferred, which was 
composed as a series of poems woven together into one work. In The Furious 
Flowering of African-American Poetry, scholar Kalaam Ya Salaam comments on 
Hughesʼ artistic process, “Hughes realized 
that it was impossible to do what he wanted 
to do in one piece, so he composed a series 
o f shor t poems that p lay o ff each 
other” (Salaam 18). 
! Creating one work as a series of 
poems also allowed me to develop  short 
poems with a range of expression. This too, was inspired by Langston Hughes. 
Salaam comments that the poems in Montage of a Dream Deferred are, 
“epigrams, some are written as actual letters, some are conversations, and 
others are monologues; more than once we have poems that amount to sayings, 
folk definitions, and observations” (Salaam 20). The poems in my collection are 
social commentary, letters, meditations, mantras, punch-lines and prayers. This 
artistic choice allowed for the range of emotions from cynicism, to hope, to fear, 
to pride, to be expressed in a unified artistic work.
! Two other poets inspired this writing process, June Jordan and Charles 
Bukowski. I attempted to combine Jordanʼs ability to integrate poignant social 

commentary with personal reflections with 
Bukowskiʼs scintillating and witty social 
commentary. I a lso at tempted to 
incorporate Bukowskiʼs practice of writing 
poetry that would be appropriate to read 
in bars by editing my poetry in bars. 
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ABOUT THE PROCESS

! About halfway through the first 100 
days, my writing process transformed after 
an encounter with a fellow Goddard MFA 
Interdisciplinary  Arts graduate, Marlene 
White. We were both resident artists during 
a two-week residency at Holderness 
School in Plymouth, New Hampshire. After 
the first week of workshops, both the 
students and the teachers had a one-day 
break. As the artists were finishing their 

lunch they started to comment about how much they were looking forward to 
some time in their studios to focus on their art. First, the Potter. Then the visual 
artist. Then the musician. While listening to them proclaim their excitement 
engaging their art work, I realized how much I was not looking forward to going 
into my “studio” to write poetry. When I expressed this to the group, Marlene 
responded immediately, “Well, you have to make sure your art is fun or else you 
will never do it.” 
! Marleneʼs artistic practice is 
inspiring. She combines video and stop-
motion photography with painting. I was 
attracted to the large scale, the colors, 
and the tactile nature of her work. To 
“make my art practice fun,” I created a 
grid with one hundred boxes on four large pieces of paper and posted it in my 
hallway. As I wrote poems I posted first drafts on the board. This invited the 
poems into my daily  life as I edited poems while brushing my teeth or waiting for 
my wife to get out of the bathroom. I used colored construction paper to indicate 
sections of poems as they were completed. Infusing fun into my artistic practice 
made my home my studio and motivated me to engage in my artistic work.
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LIVING ROOM READING

! To engage community  with these poems, I 
began holding Living Room Readings entering 
peopleʼs homes or community  spaces to share 
poetry and dialogue. These poetry readings followed 
in the Tupperware Party economic model that used 
my network to sell books and CDʼs in peopleʼs 
homes. These events were also my way to answer 
Cornel Westʼs urgent call to “create a space for 
principled criticism of the Obama administration” and 

offer a juxtaposition to the hostile town hall meetings that were taking place 
throughout the country.
! In 2010, I held nine Living Room Readings. The readings were informal 
and festive. Participants were usually hesitant to enter dialogue at first, but then 
quickly  became highly  engaged. The sections of the book have an arch that 
provided a good flow for the event, moving from cynicism and despair toward 
pride and hope. These readings were an opportunity to integrate my work as a 
performance poet with my work as a community activist.
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STANDARD REMIX, Anonymous, 
“Barack Obama Inauguration Speech 
Remix Poem,” created at Living Room 
Reading hosted by Beth Schacter, Sheila 
Daeur and Janet Goldmark, Feb 6, 2010

BARACK OBAMA INAUGURATION 
SPEECH REMIX POEMS

During Living Room Readings, I have 
participants compose original poetry using 
the text from Barack Obamaʼs Inaugural 
Speech. Participants cut words out, re-
arrange them, and glue them onto a piece 
of construction paper. 

LIVING ROOM READING 
dur ing two-week “Artward 
Bound” residency at Holderness  
High School in Plymouth, New 
Hampshire, March 2010.



PUBLISHING

! In July 2010, I printed 1,000 copies of the “100 Poems 100 Days,” in a 
collection entitled, From Auction Block to Oval Office: 100 poems in the first 100 
days of Obamaʼs presidency. Leading up to the printing, my faculty advisor, Rick 
Benjamin, provided excellent feedback. He helped me compose the poems on 
the page. I also sent the collection of poems to my friend Melba Major who 
helped me see the project as a whole. Her feedback directly  shaped the 
introduction. 
! Caitlin Meissner provided graphic design 
and layout. She began with the silhouette to 
coincide with the design concept in Growing Up 
Hip-Hop. I decided to print the books with the white 
silhouette on the black cover on one side, and the 
black silhouette with the white cover on the back. 
This broke from the industry standard since the bar code, book description, and 
other information such as testimonials and logos, would not be printed on the 
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back cover. I decided that this first printing would engage people on a grassroots 
level and it was more important to have the book design reflect the poems. The 
opposite covers represents duality on the outside, while the poems inside 
represent complexity. 
! My biggest question I had while developing this book project was whether 
to self-publish or attempt to engage the industry by getting a publisher of literary 
agent. I did a full study of the book industry, found out which agents and 
publisher may be interested in my project and sent out more than forty  query 
letters. While this helped me gain an 
understanding of the field, I believe these 
relationship  are built through personal 
introductions not letter received in the mail.
! On July 20, 2009, I had several pre-
release events for From Auction Block to Oval 
Office, including vending at the Harlem Book 
Fair. I engaged people in discussion by 
having them give President Obama a report 
card grade. This was an opportunity to start 
dialogue. I also read poems and sold books.
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INTERVIEW WITH AUTHOR KAHLIL ALMUSTAFA

What is the purpose of the poems, and of the book as a whole?

My original purpose for writing these poems was to capture the intense ideas and 
emotions which came with the election of the first African-American president in the 
history  of the United States. After the inauguration, I personally  was full of hope, 
fear, pride, suspicion and doubt, and I needed a way to process all of these 
conflicting emotions. For the past fifteen years, poetry  has been the way I 
understood the world, so when the media began focusing on the first one hundred 
days of the presidency, I challenged myself to one hundred poems in the first one 
hundred days. 

During the first one hundred days, I also shared my poems in peopleʼs Living 
Rooms. Peopleʼs response to the poetry  was that it gave them permission to 
express themselves. Some people felt like they  could not support the president and 
still be critical at the same time. Other people felt that if they  expressed their pride 
they would be perceived as naively  following this charismatic leader. The purpose 
of From Auction Block to Oval Office is that people will read it and see that these 
emotions are not necessarily  in conflict and hopefully  we can transcend and move 
forward because we have a lot of work to do in this world. 

What do you feel is the significance this book at this time?

On January  20th, 2010, the one-year anniversary  of the inauguration, millions of 
Americans will reflect on President Barack Obamaʼs first year in office. Bookstore 
shelves will be overflowing with books commemorating the occasion and analyzing 
the presidentʼs decisions, policies and impact on both the American and global 
economies and cultures. Only one of the books on those shelves will be a 
collection of one hundred poems written in the first one hundred days of Barack 
Obamaʼs presidency. It is my personal belief that a hip-hop generation, Black male, 
is a missing and much sought-after voice in this national dialogue.

In this historic moment, I think it is vital to contribute a poetic voice into the current 
political discourse. Poetry  keeps us rooted in our passion, in our vision, and in our 
purpose. Thereʼs so much back and forth political speak happening in Washington 
D.C. and on cable news stations, but it is not helping the average citizen know how 
to create the change that we so overwhelmingly voted for. 
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INTERVIEW (CONTʼD)

What do you want people to take away?

These are not Pro-Obama poems. These are 
not Anti-Obama poems. These poems do not 
attempt to provide definitive answers. They 
attempt to delve into deep reflection and ask 
challenging questions. If there is anything I 
want people to take away from this book, it is 
that regardless of our political positions, every 
citizen of this country  and every  citizen of the 
world must take responsibility  for moving us 
forward. And that the way  to move forward is 
not to point fingers and place blame, or to get 
up on a soapbox and proclaim that you have 
the answers, but sometimes what is needed to 

move forward is to ask the challenging questions and to have the willingness to 
admit that we may not have all the answers.

Was it difficult creating a new poem everyday for 100 days straight?

People often ask me was it difficult to write a poem a day for one hundred days 
and honestly, it was not that difficult. In addition to this historic election, this was 
also my  first year of marriage to a woman of mixed 
descent, so there was no lack of inspiration. What 
was difficult, was editing one hundred poems in the 
first one hundred days of Obamaʼs presidency. 
What I did was hang the poems up in my  hallway 
so I could see the poems as I went back and forth 
in my day. Often, I would be standing in the 
hallway, brushing my teeth in the morning, editing 
poems. purpose. Thereʼs so much back and forth 
political speak happening in Washington D.C. and 
on cable news stations, but it is not helping the 
average citizen know how to create the change that 
we so overwhelmingly voted for. 
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INTERVIEW (CONTʼD)

Which is your favorite poem? Which do you feel are the most powerful?

Each poem is like a child so it is near to impossible to choose a favorite but the 
poem that come to mind as the most powerful is Day  24: February  13th 2009, “i 
canʼt help  but wonder/will young black boys/one day/be gunned down/on/Barack 
Obama Blvd.” This poem is painful to hear because forty  years after Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. made his historic “I Have a Dream” speech countless young, Black 
men are losing their lives on Martin Luther King Jr. Blvds in cities across this 
nation. So, in the face of this tragic precedent, this poem asks the question: will the 
election of a Black man improve the lives of Black men.

What takes place at a Living Room Reading and what is their purpose?

In Living Room Reading, someone will host an intimate gathering of their family 
and friends where I will read poetry  and use it to spark dialogue. After people hear 
me read, this is where the real poetry  begins. People quickly  go from reserved to 
passionate and what becomes clear is that everyone has something to say, but 
people lack venues to say  it. Also, in these Living Room Reading I have people 
compose what I call “Barack Obama Inauguration Speech Remix Poems,” using 
the words from the presidentʼs inaugural address to create their own poems. 
Immediately  people from ages eight to eighty  begin cutting the speech up and 
putting together their own poems. After we share our poetry, everyone in the room 
is surprised with how the poems are able to express our visions in a way  that the 
dialogue does not.

So the purpose of Living 
Room Reading is to use 
poe t ry  to spark c r i t i ca l 
dialogue, to remind people of 
the usefulness of poetry  as a 
means of expression in our 
lives and of course for me to 
s e l l b o o k s a n d b u i l d 
meaningful relationships with 
people who can become long-
term supporters.



FUNDRAISING

! In October 2010 I launched the “100 
Donors 100 Dollar” fundraising campaign. My goal 
was to raise a $10,000 budget to launch the book. 
First, was a mailing and phone calls. Second, was 
an online fundraiser on the Kickstarter website 
( h t t p : / / w w w. k i c k s t a r t e r . c o m / p r o j e c t s /
kahlilalmustafa/100-poems-for-100-days). I 
recorded a video pitch and sent out my 
fundraising request on Twitter and Facebook. In 
total I raised $5,500, $3,000 online and an 
additional $2,500 through mailing and phone calls. 
! Successfully completing this fundraising 
initiative radically changed my relationship to 
funding my projects. First, it helped me create and 
follow a budget. Second, I decided to stop 
spending my savings to launch my projects. It 
required I ask for hep  and it also required I 
articulate my vision with the commitment to deliver 
to the people who supported me.
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The Peopleʼs Inauguration

! On January 20, 2010, the one-year anniversary  of Barack Obamaʼs 
inauguration, I held an event to commemorate this historic occasion and to 
celebrate the release of From Auction Block to Oval Office. The event was Poetry 
& Dialogue, featuring readings from the book with responses from four dynamic 
panelists. The event was held at the state-of-the-art Jerome L. Greene 
Performance Space and streamed live online at MVMT.com. 
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Elizabeth Méndez Berry, Journalist (Moderator)
• authored "The Obama Generation, Revisted" (The Nation, 
November 23, 2009), 
• has appeared in the Washington Post, Vibe, the Village Voice, 
Smithsonian, and Time, among many others,
• her investigative article on domestic violence in the hip  hop 
industry, "Love Hurts," won ASCAP's 2006 Deems Taylor award 
for music reporting.

Rosa Clemente, Hip-Hop Activist
• was a Vice-President Candidate with the 

Green Party in 2008, 
• was on the first women of color ticket in 

American history, alongside former Democratic 
Congresswoman Cynthia McKinney  and was 
also the first Latina in the history  of the U.S. on 
the vice-presidential ballot in over thirty states,

Rev. John Vaughn, Program Director of the Twenty-
First Century Foundation
• as Program Director, launched the Black Men and Boys 
Initiative,
• was the Executive Director of the Peace Development Fund 

Cindy Sheehan, Nobel Peace Prize Nominee
• a Nobel Peace Prize Nominee,
• author of Not One More Mother's Child

Michael Skolnik, activist
• Political Director to Russell Simmons

• Editor for GlobalGrind.com
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